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1

Sub-Saharan Africa has undergone significant social, economic,
and political changes in the past two decades. Political and civil liber-
ties expanded dramatically. The number of countries that Freedom
House rated as Not Free declined from twenty-seven in 1980 to seven-
teen in 2011; the number rated as Free rose from four to nine; and
another twenty-two of Africa’s forty-eight countries that were reviewed
were rated Partly Free.1 Combined, the two categories of Free and
Partly Free accounted for 63 percent of the continent’s population. The
continent has also experienced extraordinary economic improvements.
While in 1980 real average incomes had regressed to below the levels
of the 1960s, in 2011 six African economies were reported as being
among the fastest growing economies in the world for 2001 to 2010.2

Significant variations exist across African countries, however, and
even within them experiences are mixed. Countries like Zimbabwe and
Senegal—both with celebrated democratic pasts—saw declining condi-
tions while others like Benin and Ghana improved significantly. A
number of coups d’état, in Comoros, Guinea, and Madagascar, signaled
the difficulties in store for new democracies and, in some cases, vio-
lence (e.g., Kenya and Nigeria) and civil war (e.g., Côte d’Ivoire,
Liberia, and Sierra Leone) have often marred elections. Yet Africa also
witnessed an unprecedented number of peaceful elections and transfers
of power in countries like Botswana, Ghana, Mali, Senegal, South
Africa, and Zambia.
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Prevailing Views of Reform

Scholars looking at the continent surmise differing, and at times dia-
metrically opposed, conclusions, and predict decidedly different fates
for development. One set of scholars sees continued suboptimal per-
formance or persistent shortcomings in reform,3 while another—small
but increasingly vocal—highlights unprecedented progress or resur-
gence.4 The key analyses underlying and propelling each strand of
thinking are theoretically and methodologically sound, and there is no
clear ideological divide between the two perspectives. Thus, students of
African development confront an important analytical conundrum with
practical implications regarding policy choices for citizens, govern-
ments, and development partners.

Tumult, Not Progress

The prevailing view of reform is one of tumult, but with no change in
the underlying logics of politics and development. This view is perhaps
not surprising, given the cycles of autocracy and economic decline in
the roughly fifty years of independence from colonial rule and the fact
that reform has been a permanent theme of public affairs in Africa.5

Major developments began with structural adjustment in the 1980s and
continued with political liberalization in the 1990s, which triggered
substantial change in how power is acquired and exercised, in the rights
that citizens experience, and in the institutional density for managing
public affairs.

Students of African development responded by analyzing and
debating the profundity of these changes, examining privatization and
growth trajectories, civil service reform and the quality of service
delivery, and political liberalization and turnovers in leadership. Some
argue that the executive continues to dominate most transitioned politi-
cal systems and that, though sometimes celebrated, periodic elections
are unable to generate stable outcomes or smooth transfers of power.
Others note civil societies lack the autonomy or leverage to constrain
state behavior, and yet others find checks-and-balance systems ulti-
mately lacking the independence or incentives to constrain the political
class.6

The overall verdict is disappointment. In part, this is because the
reform efforts and attendant evaluations rest on a central assumption
that macroreforms should produce major—indeed, emphatic—results in
the targeted political and economic arenas. Success is measured by the
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degree of change from a status quo ante, with anything short of a turn-
around generally portrayed as failure.

Political Barriers to Reform

More recent analyses move away from a focus on the technical aspects
of reform and toward embracing political fit. They examine donor-
sponsored reforms, especially in public sector governance, and con-
clude that failure arises not from a lack of the right technical designs
but from a lack of political will or programmatic fit.7 Such authors
point out that donor-preferred reforms failed in countries with high lev-
els of political competition—where one might expect a rising tide of
participation to break reform resistance—and conclude that political
competition forced ruling parties and executives to undermine reforms
by favoring continued clientelism over new forms of public manage-
ment. The challenge for policymakers is thus how reform can move for-
ward in particular political contexts.8

This approach moved many reformers, especially donors, to exam-
ine the political barriers to reform. Reforms should not only be “techni-
cally appropriate” for the country in question, but they should also be
“politically appropriate,” with modest ambitions tailored to the political
context.9 This perspective argues for abandoning mainstream models of
reform that emphasize “best practices”—essentially copying practices
from developed economies—in favor of “good enough,” “best fit,” or
“second-best” models that fit reforms to the political economy of the
country in question.10

A More Positive Account

Recent studies showing institutional advances in spite of the tumult of
less than complete reform suggest, however, that even this perspective
does not explain how good governance emerges in the context of rapid
change. These studies record a resurgence of legislatures, an evolving
constitutionalism, and stability in democratic institutions such as term
limits—with emphatic strides noted even in countries with otherwise
blemished transitions.11 To be sure, when observed in the short term or
in motion, the emergence of countries from the doldrums of conflict
and dismal growth often seemed bumbling, inchoate, controversial, and
overshadowed by their past (e.g., Tanzania in the 1990s) or simply off
the analytical radar (e.g., Mali). Yet, rebounds were realized, often in
seemingly unpropitious circumstances.
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Scholars examining economic resurgence—growth, investment, and
technology—find a break in decades-old patterns, especially when
“Africa” is disaggregated. Steve Radelet, who put the counternarrative
of African development on the global map, argues that seventeen emerg-
ing African economies have growth rates, political reforms, and techno-
logical advancements that put them on par with the best-performing
economies in Asia.12 These countries—accounting for 300 million peo-
ple—averaged 5 percent annual growth in gross domestic product
(GDP) between 1996 and 2008—a dramatic contrast from the two previ-
ous decades, in which growth was flat and conflict widespread.

Moreover, if the path to success was unpredicted, at least in hind-
sight, it is not entirely unexpected. In these seventeen and another six
“threshold” countries, Radelet argues the turnaround story was driven
by five factors: more legitimate and accountable governance; reformist
economic management, including maintaining modest fiscal deficits;
debt restructuring; integration of technology, especially with regard to
public and business information; and shifting social expectations
among citizens increasingly willing (and able) to act to counter poor
governance, whether as individuals, bureaucrats, or politicians.13

Radelet is not alone in highlighting success. The Economist, hardly
a bastion of Afro-optimism, reports that between 2001 and 2010 “six of
the world’s ten fastest-growing economies were in sub-Saharan Africa”
and predicts that from 2011 to 2015, seven of the top ten will be
African, outnumbering Asian economies in growth.14 In terms of
returns to investments, performance in Africa is similarly robust. The
New African notes: “Investment returns in many African countries far
exceeds what is achievable elsewhere, even in other emerging markets.
Ghana’s stock exchange [which did not exist until 1990] had the best
performing index worldwide in 2008 and has been a top performing
index in emerging stock markets for several years.”15

Such empirical evidence has led major development actors—espe-
cially the World Bank and the African Development Bank (AfDB)—to
conclude that a significant turnaround is afoot, to seek to understand its
drivers, and to build relevant policy responses.16 For instance, the
World Bank’s former managing director and now Nigeria’s minister of
finance, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, points out that “in the early 1990s, there
were twenty-six African countries with inflation greater than 20 per-
cent; by 2007 there was only one: Zimbabwe.”17 Further, she notes that
in the World Bank’s Country Policy and Institutional Assessment
(CPIA) index, which measures policy and institutional performance on
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a six-point scale, the average performance score for African countries
rose from 3.1 in 2001 to 3.25 around 2005. Studies from the AfDB
offer similar analyses and conclusions. For example, the AfDB reports
a rebound in postcrisis growth in 2010 (up from 3.1 percent in 2009 to
4.9 percent in 2010) and an expected acceleration to 5.8 percent in
2012.18 This comes atop a decade of growth averaging over 5 percent.
In addition, the AfDB analysis shows Africa’s exports stood at over
US$100 billion in 2008—twice the value in 2003 and three times that
of 1998.19

Both the World Bank and the AfDB studies provide three explana-
tions for the turnaround: macroeconomic reforms that have induced
investment and growth; the rise of commodity prices, including but not
limited to oil; and external assistance and changing trade relations,
especially with China’s intensified role in trade and aid on the conti-
nent. As we argue below, these explanations are much too general and
blunt. They fail to demonstrate how positive results emerged from the
stated drivers, which themselves were simply the boldest policy strokes
in a messy canvas of multiple strokes.

Present analyses are also incomplete because researchers do not
investigate the dynamics unleashed by change and how those dynamics
impact the fate of reforms. Both pessimists and optimists focus on out-
comes, linking these outcomes in a linear relationship with particular
reforms and assuming static environments. An understanding of the
relationship between evolving economic and political contexts and
reform—of how and why reforms proceed—is needed. Reforms gener-
ate layered effects and complex nonlinear forces that can both chal-
lenge the reform and take advantage of the postreform environment to
make new demands and to create new facts on the ground. They can
change political calculations, shift barriers and incentives, and invite
new actors into the reform arena. For example, when we note that pri-
vatization reforms have failed because the discharge of public compa-
nies was done nontransparently or at a loss to the state, such a conclu-
sion is incomplete. It says nothing about how the new owners—as
private businesspersons or as politicians—might alter the nature of the
private sector and market competition, and, by their positioning or
actions, trigger downstream consumer or demand-side action on subse-
quent sector policies.

An example of failed privatization reform in the 1990s illustrates
this concept. Kenya was among African countries with the highest pro-
portion of uncompetitive and nontransparent privatization transac-
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tions—53 percent. The privatization of the monopoly dairy company in
2000 was among the most nontransparent and corrupt transactions, a
peak in slow-burn reforms that started in 1992. For example, the former
monopoly company was reacquired by the government three years after
privatization. Yet even amidst such reversals new entrepreneurs took
advantage of the liberalization to set up small firms. A decade later,
with intervening policy change related to aspects other than privatiza-
tion and driven not by donors but by a set of new owners responding to
market competition and self-interest, the industry transformed along its
entire value chain. Today, the industry processes 516 million liters of
milk a year—a 258 percent increase from 144 million liters in 2002—
and contributes 14.5 percent of the agriculture GDP, ahead of tea, his-
torically the key cash crop due to its export earnings.20

This and other examples point to the importance of going beyond
the static notion of best fit or political economy of reform in under-
standing the dynamics unleased by change. Reform confronts political
barriers that mutate; political will has varied vectors; and successor
interests differ significantly from original intents of the reforms and
reformers, including donors. These factors not only determine success,
but also define it, at times more or less expansively than originally
imagined. Most importantly, reform—especially donor-sponsored
reform—enters and becomes part of a continuous contest, a piece in an
ongoing multiplex drama of change.

Understanding Change: Microtransitions

By providing a more nuanced conceptualization and empirical analysis
of reform dynamics in a variety of settings in this book, we offer a bet-
ter basis for understanding how reforms provoke both intended and
unintended consequences. We present analysis that stands in contrast to
research that finds explanatory variables at macro levels—that is, large-
scale events or factors as signifying or driving change. We contend that
while macroevents are important—and even structure choices—it is the
interplay of evolving factors at more micro levels that determines out-
comes. This argues for the need to design reforms that not only fit con-
text at the outset, but also reshape the leverage of reform constituencies
in iterative contests.

The current literature on governance reforms in Africa, even in its
most sophisticated form, ignores the significance of partial reform,
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inconclusive contests, and subverted progress.21 Such analysis focuses
on the fate of macrotransitions while ignoring the nature and impor-
tance of microtransitions. We define microtransitions as changes in
segments or subsystems of social, economic, and political spheres.22

Such microtransitions are not necessarily consistent with the original
ambitions of reform, but they nevertheless become part of a new con-
text or calculus of politics. The issue is not one of simple incremental-
ism, though that is important, but of shifts in multiple aspects of each
policy or political contest. It also is not an issue of unintended conse-
quences but of a constantly shifting web of conditions that define the
terrain on which new institutions and actors arise, old actors activate or
change their claims, and all pursue iterative contests that often imply
instability of rules and outcomes. Rarely, if ever, does transformation
issue from a single shift, but rather it emerges from cumulative shifts.
Even revolutions, examined up close, reveal that the ultimate transfor-
mation is the result of piecemeal changes, each sparking off and react-
ing to that which came before it.23

Focusing on the importance of microtransitions, this book address-
es several questions left open by previous analyses. First, though spe-
cific reforms may have a limited effect in the short term, how do they
change the broader context for reform over the long term? Even if
political context undermines reforms, how does partial reform impact
the public arena over time? Finally, if only partial reform is possible—
for a variety of reasons, from poor design and lack of fit to public
opposition and lack of political will—what aspects of partial reform
might nevertheless produce game-altering dynamics that are still worth
pursuing? In contrast with much of the existing literature, which con-
siders political context or design as having a homogenous, and some-
times a determinant, impact on reforms, we argue that reform, includ-
ing partial reform, can be understood to have a heterogeneous and
significant impact in the policy space.

Three Mistakes

Ignoring microtransitions and their cumulative effects often leads schol-
ars to ask the wrong questions in research and reformers to design poli-
cies that are sometimes misaligned with the shifting context of politics,
economics, and society. Three mistakes are especially notable. First is
an overriding assumption of linearity in social progress, with any devia-
tion from a presumed forward trajectory of reform and outcome viewed
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as undesirable. In fact, setbacks can expose inadequacies that new
reform agents can galvanize around, expanding both the constituency
and energy behind reform and at times shifting the political calculus in
favor of reform. Second, to the extent that analysts consider incremen-
tal changes, they do so by looking at one type of change or institution
independently (e.g., security reform, parliamentary strengthening, eco-
nomic reform, and gender reforms) and fail to recognize the impor-
tant—sometimes even determinant—interrelationships between these
changes. Third, in both the scholarly and policy communities, discourse
and practice remain focused on judgments pegged onto the macro-
reforms (e.g., democratization, privatization, and anticorruption) that
often are measured by large and dramatic, but infrequent, events (e.g.,
elections, turnovers, electoral crises, economic collapse, security break-
downs or crackdowns, and regime change). As a result, governments
and external actors often miss opportunities to accelerate change, or,
worse, they may exacerbate the challenges inherent in the process of
change by, for example, withdrawing in the wake of “half reforms.”

In this book we aim to highlight the less obvious transformations
that have taken place in Africa—paying particular attention to the ways
in which they have reshaped the context of power and politics—as well
as the fortunes of attempted reforms. We examine how reforms that are
often rendered in standard narratives as incomplete, stalled, or failed
actually reveal significant change. These reforms alter the scope and
capacity of the state to manage society and they reshape citizens’ expec-
tations about future prospects. The immediate outcomes of these con-
tests are important in and of themselves, and they attract most of the
attention in academic studies and in development discussions (though
often resulting in negative assessments of outcomes given that none tend
to represent a triumphant turnaround).24 However, we are concerned
here with showing the interrelationship between seemingly unrelated
changes and how they cumulate to reshape the contours of state power
and the emergence of new actors and arenas of contestation. These, we
argue, represent the appropriate milestones of progress—in a long arc of
change that is often neglected except in retrospectives.25 We maintain
that it is both theoretically desirable and practically possible to under-
stand change in Africa in this long view rather than through the typical
binaries of success or failure of discrete, short-term reforms, seemingly
unrelated to a larger dynamic web of actors, institutions, and interests.

Through the study of different social, economic, and political
changes from across the continent, we elaborate this argument in two
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ways: first, we demonstrate the changes or contestation under way in a
particular area of political economy or public policy, paying attention
to the ways in which these arenas influence and are influenced by
changes in other spheres; second, individually and collectively, we
illustrate the complex transformations that we posit. Rather than being
simply additive effects of discrete reforms, the transformation of state
and society is a result of the interrelated microtransitions in political,
economic, and social spheres. Although path dependency is a widely
shared notion in both scholarship and development practice, it is most
often assumed with respect to discrete reforms (i.e., a single path)
rather than multiple paths scrambled by diverse changes. As Mark
Beissinger writes with regard to the colored revolutions, “Causal mech-
anisms cumulate, contradict one another, aggregate, and link together,
unfolding simultaneously on multiple levels.”26

Thus, as we show in this book, economic crises have fostered par-
ticular economic reforms, but also political and social transitions in
response. Social changes—including increased urbanization and demo-
graphic shifts—have created economic and political pressures as well
as triggered further changes in the policy landscape (e.g., claims for
Islamic education resulting from political liberalization); and political
changes have both resulted from and created catalysts for transforma-
tion in all three spheres. In this way, societal transformation in Africa
over the past two decades has led to the emergence of new social
forces; has changed the importance of others; and, consequently, has
altered relationships among various social and political actors and fos-
tered new coalitions. In this context, the success and failure of discrete
reforms pursued by governments and development partners are largely
determined by the nature of the shifting equilibriums they encounter in
implementation over time. It is more important to understand these
shifts than to simply track success or failure of reforms, which are often
explained by notions of political will, or, at best, political economy,
which is rendered as unchanging or innately hostile to reform.

Three Transformations: Implications for Governance

In response to the divide over whether Africa has experienced profound
transformation or incremental reconfiguration since 1990, we focus on
the more important question of how change comes about. In this vol-
ume we show how sometimes seemingly small social, political, and
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economic changes, accelerated by the effects of globalization, have sig-
nificantly altered the governance environment in Africa. Three effects
are especially important. The first is the rise of new institutions,
changes in the significance of older ones, and the demands citizens
make in liberated public spaces, which reveal gaps and tensions in state
performance. Second is the rapid mutation of the public space within
which contestation occurs, especially with regard to the role of the
state, its autonomy, and the functions that existing institutions are serv-
ing in a transformed environment. Third is a rise in uncertainty as
reforms reveal the efficacy of new claims and new coalitions, but also
expose the insufficiency of institutions—old and new—and the limits
of change, suggesting impermanence to rules and uncertainty in pre-
sumed outcomes. This results in a tense status quo that may lead to
legitimacy crises, especially when the state is unable to manage com-
peting claims.

Managing Claims with New Institutions

Overall, we point to two sets of demands that societal actors make on
states in Africa. The first includes demands for substantive benefits that
different groups seek from state authorities: for example, better social
welfare, expansion of rights for women, and economic prosperity.
Some of these demands are new, others are not, and none remain subtle
or passive given the information and transparency revolutions that pro-
pel demonstration effects and make the state less distant or illegible.
These demands strain state authority due to limited capacity and
demonstrate its inability to resolve important social contests more or
less permanently. The most important of these new claims are those
that are rendered as claims for public goods rather than patronage—
ones that require institutional responses and legal, bureaucratic, and
large-scale financial prerequisites to produce and distribute.

Second, and equally important, embedded in these substantive con-
tests are struggles over the nature of the state and over state-society
relations, especially around defining realms of authority and autonomy
for the state and for society. This implies a social contract gap—one
that requires institutional resolution to various citizenship questions
such as those brought to the fore over issues of women’s rights as
Susanna Wing documents in Chapter 6, land reform as Catherine Boone
and Ato Kwamena Onoma detail in Chapters 4 and 5, respectively, and
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political reform that responds to both democratic and religious impuls-
es as Michael Bratton and Leonardo Villalón show in Chapters 2 and 7,
respectively.

Bratton in Chapter 2 and Peter Lewis in Chapter 3 illuminate this
two-level challenge especially well. Bratton examines whether democ-
ratization in Africa in the past two decades has led to improved gover-
nance. Through analysis of aggregate data and, at the microlevel, draw-
ing on a comparative survey of the attitudes of African citizens and a
case study of Mali, Bratton reveals a consistency between democratiza-
tion and positive movement in various dimensions of governance (e.g.,
rule of law and control of corruption, and accountability through elec-
tions). However, he shows that responsiveness of elected officials to
citizens is wanting, creating an important representation gap where
African citizens expect much more from their elected government than
they receive. This is a dynamic that is unlikely to stay static for long
and, instead, potentially triggers its own dynamic of change from rising
discontent. Bratton also determines that citizens find new democratic
regimes less transparent than desired.

Lewis examines whether democratic regimes in Africa perform bet-
ter economically. Using data over twenty-five years, he shows that the
quality of a democracy is associated with better economic performance,
although citizens do not seem to notice this relationship and poverty
reduction has been uneven. Both Bratton and Lewis see new democra-
cies in Africa as having resilient citizen support and view the main
challenge as that of accountability. In particular, the continued patrimo-
nialism and the patronage in electoral politics not only produce gaps in
state efficiency and performance, but also lead to “tensions between
popular expectations and political realities” (Chapter 3). Such represen-
tation and accountability gaps limit opportunity for democratic consoli-
dation, but also sow the seeds of resolution through contest.

All of the chapters suggest that institutional reform remains a criti-
cal need. The pressure for substantive outcomes exceeds the capacity of
existing institutions and political economy arrangements to meet the
demand. Yet, the agenda for institutional reform—viewed by state
elites and external donors as assuredly destabilizing—has been thus far
subordinated to an agenda of service provision and economic growth.
These have failed to have the anticipated transformative results because
of institutional inadequacies. More importantly, these reform agendas,
often pressed from outside, have not tapped into existing constituencies
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that are primed for and can support the major reforms in which they are
interested.

The State, Altered and Challenged

As Wing and Villalón show, the state remains at the center of the policy
context, but its autonomy is no longer assured. Indeed its ability to
project its dominance or monopoly over societal actors is increasingly
limited. For example, Villalón shows in Francophone and Muslim
countries of the Sahel the changing nature of state-society relations
under democratization (which has provided space to make significant
claims that were unthinkable before) and the limited fiscal capacities of
the state (which has blunted its domineering instruments) have forced it
to compromise and retract the traditional preeminence of state-provided
and state-defined formal education. Instead, in a significant retreat, the
state has accepted reforms to the formal state system, including adopt-
ing characteristics from informal societal institutions, such as the intro-
duction of religious education in state schools. These reforms have
given a new significance to Arabic language and religious instruction,
justified by the democratic expectation of the state “giving parents the
educational system they want” (Chapter 7).

Similarly, Wing shows how multiple actors have emerged in the
democratic space in Sahelian countries to significantly limit family law
reforms that were seen as imminently passable given their congruence
with (liberal) democratic politics, the sizable majority or electoral
advantage of incumbent chief executives, and the states’ ratification of
relevant international conventions. In fact, the democratic opening
allowed conservative elements to beat back advances in family law, as
politicians made strategic calculations to “fight another day” as they
realized local claimants were able and willing to exact a swift electoral
punishment if ignored. As Wing notes in Chapter 6, echoing Bratton
and Lewis, “Democracy does not necessarily create anticipated support
for ‘modern’ democratic institutions and leaders. Not all good things go
together.”

Yet the state has not lost control. As Lewis and Villalón demon-
strate in the studies that follow, state elites adjust to new constraints
and to new forces, thereby retaining power even as they retreat. More
importantly, this “retreat and extension” dynamic, as Mine Eder calls it,
provides state elites latitude for patronage that is both quite extensive
and unrestrained by institutions or by formal political relations or
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norms.27 This is quite different from the prevalent understanding in the
literature that social actors choose to exit from relations with the state
when the state fails to deliver services or that the state necessarily
weakens its hold on society when forced to retreat from social welfare
provision.

Peter Lewis’s analyses of macro-level economic reforms show how
resilient the state remains, despite reforms ostensibly aimed at distanc-
ing the state from the economy. He finds that the state has continued to
play a dominant role: rather than the withering of the state, as once
anticipated, patrimonial structures of the state drive the very nature of
economic reform. Democracies yield economic benefits over time, but
regime change in Africa has not necessarily resulted in greater poverty
reduction. As he explains, “Political reform in Africa has produced
important changes in actors and institutions, yet resilient structures of
politics limit the depth and extent of change” (Chapter 3). Strong presi-
dentialism, dominant parties, and a largely unchanging elite cohort
limit achievement of popular expectations.

At least two implications for governance reform arise from this
analysis. First, reformers should not assume that one-step measures
(e.g., privatization or shedding social welfare responsibilities) will
resolve underlying inefficiencies or inequities. Instead, as Onoma
argues, they should anticipate secondary opportunities for patronage
given that reforms to restrain the official role of the state in the econo-
my can result in an extension of its informal and therefore less account-
able forms of action (Chapter 5). Second, divesting the state from direct
provision of services should not imply that the state should exit markets
entirely; its regulatory role remains significant, particularly when there
are no competent market- or civil society–based actors. This is impor-
tant in terms of achieving efficiency and equity, especially when access
to state benefits is easily politicized via patronage networks or identity
politics.

Uncertainty Amidst Reforms

The final lessons highlighted in this book focus on how heightened
uncertainty accompanying transformations impacts governance
reforms. Bratton documents this uncertainty most clearly. He shows
how African citizens’ increased uncertainty over the rules of the game,
combined with rising expectations, led them to become increasingly
frustrated with government performance. Citizens may continue to
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accept limited economic progress, as both Bratton and Lewis docu-
ment, but how long they will continue to be optimistic as their expecta-
tions are persistently unmet in nascent democracies remains a question.

Both Onoma and Boone show the outcome of such heightened
uncertainty in the long term. In the past two decades, land reform
processes have become notable in attempts by governments, often with
donor assistance, to reduce inequity, bring stability and predictability to
tenure systems, and reinvigorate agriculture. What reformers imagine
as a simple goal of getting land institutions “right” reveals itself to be,
according to Boone in Chapter 4, “a complex bundle of political and
constitutional issues that complicate efforts to promote the individual-
ization and formalization of land rights” igniting violent conflict
(Kenya) and unintended market behaviors (Ghana). Onoma points to
three lessons: first, the difficulty of changing actors’ preferences
through project-based institutional reform; second, the complex bases
of and differences in these preferences, which are often overlooked
because similar actors (in this case, chiefs in the same country) are
believed to have identical preferences; and third, the ways in which the
donor community and reformers privilege replicating and extending the
Weberian state runs counter to divergent institutions that exist to gov-
ern land rights.

Onoma’s analysis shows both the state and donors assume unifor-
mity. Central elites, dependent on local chiefs and their customs to
manage land relations, do not understand the different modes of rela-
tions their intermediaries engage in to achieve stability. Donors suffer
the same fate due to misapplied analysis on what institutions and
hybrids exist and therefore what and how reform can be sustained that
is capable of providing for stable, predictable land tenure revisions.

There are important changes in societal forces and in the demands
citizens make, but we caution against assuming that these transforma-
tions necessarily induce preferred outcomes. For example, evidence
from broader-level views and country cases from other regions show
that the impact of economic reform on long-established class interests
should not be overstated. In the case of the Middle East, Ibrahim Saif
and Farah Chouhair conclude that even where new business classes
have emerged and the public sector has contracted, as in Egypt and
Jordan, established elites manage to maintain the upper hand by relying
on their neopatrimonial networks.28 The point is not that the institution-
al reforms are inconsequential, but rather that to understand the impact
of such reforms and to devise appropriate strategies for development,
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scholars and policymakers have to pay close attention to evaluating the
interests and power of critical actors, both old and new, as they
(re)emerge from reform.

Collectively, the wide range of countries and themes we explore in
this book underscore the complexity of the story of change in sub-
Saharan Africa. We challenge the easy answers offered by prevailing
perspectives and take readers beyond the now trite notions of continu-
ity and change, and the even more outdated perspectives of success and
failure, to reveal how multiple changes in society, economies, and poli-
tics affect specific policy realms that are often examined and acted on
as discrete arenas. We demonstrate continuous struggles between inter-
ests and actors that do not fit neatly into favored categories of reform-
ers and conservatives, winners and losers, or insiders and outsiders.
Most importantly, we show how the process of reform—often viewed
by the development community as a set of technocratic choices
informed by ever increasing knowledge—is in fact a set of iterative
contests induced by constantly shifting interests, actors, and resources.
Given the gap between institutional reforms and actual practice, this
book points to the need for a new direction in development policy. It is
time for policies that not only recognize, but explicitly exploit, the
microtransitions that form the basis for, and engine of, development.
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