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‘GOOD GOVERNANCE’ AND
‘STATE FAILURE’

The pseudo-science of statesmen in our times

Branwen Gruffydd Jones

[G]ood, earnest, even intelligent men have come by millions to believe almost religiously
that white folk are a peculiar and chosen people whose one great accomplishment is
civilisation and that civilisation must be protected from the rest of the world by
cheating, stealing, lying, and murder. The propaganda, the terrible, ceaseless propa-
ganda that buttresses this belief day by day – the propaganda of poet and novelist, the
uncanny welter of romance, the half knowledge of scientists, the pseudo-science of
statesmen – all these, united in the myth of mass inferiority of most men, have built a
wall which many centuries will not break down.

Du Bois (1925, 442)

Introduction

In their opening critical survey of the neglect of race within the field of interna-
tional relations, Anievas, Manchanda and Shilliam note that, “though explicitly
racial tropes and conceptualisations of world order have been largely (though not
entirely) eliminated from mainstream discourses in the post-World War II era,
questions concerning the extent to which race and racism continue to subliminally
structure contemporary world politics, in both material and ideological ways,
remain as significant as ever”. This chapter addresses a prominent strand of the
mainstream academic and policy discourse about international order today which
does indeed appear to be free from the language of race, free from explicitly racial
tropes and conceptions of world order: the discourse of state failure.

The concepts of the failed or fragile state on the one hand and the need for
good governance on the other are central to contemporary international policy
discourse about the global south and, especially, Africa. The promotion of good
governance has been an explicit component of World Bank policy in Africa since

Race and Racism in International Relations : Confronting the Global Colour Line, edited by Alexander Anievas, et al., Taylor &
         Francis Group, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1829364.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-29 14:25:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



the late 1980s, and remains a common-place referent underpinning virtually all
international policy initiatives and agendas, from the promotion of democracy to
sustainable cities. The concept of state failure rose to prominence in the 1990s and
was given additional emphasis following the events of 11 September 2001 and the
ensuing war on terrorism. While encompassing all regions of the global south,
Africa features especially prominently in this discourse (Di John 2010; Ndulo and
Grieco 2010; Bates 2008; Kieh 2007).

These two strands of conceptual vocabulary are located firmly within the discourse
of international development and security policy, elaborated by western states
(especially the US and UK, also Australia and the EU), international institutions,
bilateral and multilateral donor organisations and a host of think tanks and research
institutions. These conceptual vocabularies have also been energetically promoted,
elaborated and occasionally contested by academic scholars in development studies,
international relations and comparative politics. The mutually reinforcing dynamics
between the spheres of academic research and policy formulation have sustained an
outpouring of publications, reports and analyses addressing problems of governance
and the conditions of the failed or fragile state over the past decade. Understanding
Africa’s condition through the language of good governance and state failure is the
commonsense of our time, a commonsense which helps to legitimise the spectrum
of western intervention in Africa and other non-western societies, from military
intervention to governance reform. For example, Liberia was long seen as an
exemplar ‘failed state’ (International Crisis Group 2004; Levitt 2005; McGovern
2005). The official category of the ‘fragile state’ was part of the discursive legit-
imation of the Governance and Economic Management Assistance Programme,
the World Bank’s extensive project of post-conflict reconstruction on liberal free
market principles in Liberia. This programme forced extensive external control
over national policy design and implementation – essentially, a contemporary
mode of trusteeship (Bøås 2009; Andersen 2010; Hahn 2011).

The ‘failed states’ discourse, this ‘ceaseless propaganda’ of our times, has not
gone without criticism. Many scholars question the reductive binarism of the core
terms of this discourse, and object to the lack of definitional and analytical precision of
the central categories of state failure, fragility and collapse. Such critics seek to
refine or delimit the central categories, while accepting the validity and usefulness
of the discourse more broadly (Bøås and Jennings 2005). Newman, for example,
concludes that despite its many problems, the concept of state failure should not be
abandoned; rather, “a more critical approach to defining and measuring failed states
is necessary” (Newman 2009, 440). Call argues that the concept of ‘failed state’ in
itself should be rejected, but that the search should continue for a more adequate
conceptual language: he prefers the categories of weak state, collapsed state, war-
torn state and authoritarian regime, but offers no significant alternative theoretical
or historical approach to understanding the causes and characteristics of political
and social crisis (Call 2008). These qualified objections are consistent with the
increasing normalisation of the categories of failed and fragile state in academic
analysis, which is manifest in the frequent inclusion of these themes in introductory
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textbooks (e.g. Mansbach and Taylor 2011, 157–63) and, especially in academic
analyses of Africa, the widespread acceptance of this terminology as a valid
conceptual vocabulary (e.g. Branch and Cheeseman 2009).

The majority of such criticisms fail, however, to move beyond the empiricism of
the failed states discourse and thus remain oblivious to what Anievas, Manchanda
and Shilliam, drawing on Du Bois’s thought, term a ‘relational apprehension of
power, hierarchy and division’ in world order. Others have elaborated stronger
critiques of the failed states discourse which resonate with Du Bois’s concerns in
two regards. First is the rejection of ‘state failure’ discourse as an explanatory
approach. The conceptual vocabulary and associated methodological vision is a
flawed starting point for any attempt to understand the historical and global relations
of current conditions and processes in Africa and elsewhere because, fundamentally,
it is blind to what Du Bois termed the dark shadow of colonialism (Du Bois 1925,
423). Du Bois sought to delineate clearly the widely ignored articulations between
imperialism and race in world order and to insist on the intimate connections
between ‘democracy’ in the West and racial oppression for the rest (Du Bois 1966
[1946]). He urged an analysis which recognised and probed the historical relation-
ships between the crisis of the west in the early twentieth century, manifesting in
two world wars, and the global histories of imperialism. In perhaps a similar vein,
critics of the state failure discourse have sought to elaborate an alternative, rela-
tional account of the historical production of conditions of socio-economic crisis
and political violence in Africa and elsewhere – for example with respect to Congo
(Grovogui 2002), Somalia (Gruffydd Jones 2008) and Sudan (Ayers 2010). Analyses
of state failure take an ahistorical and eurocentric notion of the state as a point of
departure and characteristically focus on processes and conditions within the state
which are examined in isolation from their historical formation and global rela-
tions. The past of colonialism and the present of international intervention are
sidelined in most analyses of state failure. These alternative accounts have demon-
strated that state forms and conditions of social, political and economic crisis in
contemporary Africa cannot be adequately understood or explained without seriously
examining the character and legacy of colonialism and the effects and consequences
of ongoing practices of international accumulation and intervention.

Second, critics have exposed and rejected the imperial and racialised conception
of world order inherent in the failed states discourse. This mode of critique focuses
on the content of the discourse and the ways in which it serves to legitimise spe-
cific imperial practices and broader imperial orders. For example, Jonathan Hill has
drawn on the work of Said to expose the fundamentally orientalist structure of this
discourse (Hill 2005), while Morton and Bilgin have located international concerns
with the weakness of non-European states in the geopolitical knowledge forma-
tions of the Cold War (Morton and Bilgin 2002). This resonates with Du Bois’
relentless critique of racial ideologies and colour prejudice, the “curious, most
childish propaganda” (1925, 442) which legitimised European imperial rule over
non-European peoples and lands. The present chapter contributes to this second
form of critique by arguing that the discourse of good governance /state failure is

64 Branwen Gruffydd Jones

Race and Racism in International Relations : Confronting the Global Colour Line, edited by Alexander Anievas, et al., Taylor &
         Francis Group, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1829364.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-29 14:25:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



irredeemably rooted in an imperial and racialised imagination. While the Cold War
discourse of modernisation and state building is the immediate precursor to the
failed states discourse, as Morton and Bilgin have rightly highlighted, we need to
recognise that these current ideas are situated in a much longer genealogy of
imperial discourse. In this regard, it is necessary to expand our focus beyond the
form of ‘race thinking’ and ‘race science’ which prevailed in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries when Du Bois was developing his analysis of the colour line.

The discourse of state failure makes no reference to race. In what sense, then,
does it embody a racialised imagination? While acknowledging the diversity of argu-
ments tracing the origins of the idea of race to classical antiquity, the Renaissance or
the Enlightenment, Vanita Seth foregrounds the epistemological transformations
producing the body as an object of inquiry which underpinned nineteenth-century
racial thought (Seth 2010, 173–232). However, the argument that the discourse of
state failure is racialised requires a more expanded understanding of the historical
constitution of racial thought in two senses. First, as Grovogui has argued, racialised
thought is not reducible to ideas about race based on biology or skin colour. In his
recent examination of European thought about race and blackness in the Age of
Enlightenment, Andrew Curran explains that he uses the term ‘racialising’ in order
to avoid disputes about whether specific thinkers of the eighteenth century should be
judged ‘racist’. Yet his conception of racialised thought remains restricted to a corporal
or physiological understanding of race. Drawing on Hudson, Curran understands
racialising thought as the arbitrary classification of populations based on “phenoty-
pical or genetic differences” (Curran 2011, 21, 230; Hudson 1996). But the longer
history of European expansion and imperialism which has produced racialised social
orders requires that we consider a more expanded notion of racialised thought.
Grovogui shares Curran’s concern but articulates this broader scope and longer
history: “By racialisation of international knowledge, I do not mean to impute racist
motives to international theorists: I simply mean to stress the use of analytical methods
that uphold ethnographic allusions associated with a hermeneutics of race and culture”
(Grovogui 2001, 426). Grovogui identifies racialised international thought as produ-
cing an ‘ontology of difference’ which “emerged during the Renaissance, survived
through the eighteenth-century Enlightenment debates on the nature of the moral
order, and spanned nineteenth-century scientific racism to the present” (2001, 429).

Second, these changing ideas have been employed over centuries to produce race:
to legitimise practices of conquest, enslavement, dispossession and domination
which have produced racialised structures, social relations, practices and political
orders. This is the burden of Hesse’s insistence that the colonial articulation of race
operated “in excess of the body” (Hesse 2007, 654). Hesse too underlines the
‘multiple references of association’ deployed in the historical articulation of race
and emphasises that epistemological racialisation informed what he terms govern-
mental racialisation: “the social routinisation and institutionalisation of regulatory,
administrative power (e.g. laws, rules, policies, discipline, precepts)” exercised by
European over non-European “as if this was a normal, inviolable or natural social
arrangement” (2007, 653, 656).
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The long history of racialised thought has been shaped by changing ideas about
authoritative knowledge, situated in indirect ways within changing power relations
and forms of political authority and rule. The changing relationships of epistemol-
ogy and power within which racialised thought is situated have been international
for centuries. This chapter charts the main contours of this longer history of racia-
lised international thought in order to identify some of the varying ways in which
underlying features of hierarchy and criteria of difference have been manifest and
how these have informed specific imperial practices. The analysis traces the rela-
tionships between three realms: the specific form and content of racialised interna-
tional thought; the broader and underlying epistemological environment – prevailing
norms regulating what counts as authoritative knowledge; and the historical and
geopolitical context. This approach is necessary in order to develop the two claims of
this chapter: first, that the discourse of ‘state failure’ should be recognised as the
latest variant in a long history of racialised international thought going much
further back than the preoccupations of the Cold War; and second, that the state
failure discourse constitutes a particular variant of this longer tradition whose form
is shaped by the global conjuncture of the present.

The chapter examines three broad historical phases with distinct configurations
of ideas, epistemologies and imperial politics. It was in the context of European
expansion in the sixteenth century that racialised international thought first emerged,
configured through the religious discourse which legitimised Portuguese and
Spanish colonialism. In order to profile these relationships the first section examines
the sixteenth-century debate over slavery in the Spanish colonial empire of the
New World which culminated in Valladolid in 1550. These debates refined the
hierarchy between European and non-European: the humanity of the African was
established as less certain or significant than that of both European and Indian. The
analysis then turns to examine the changing form, content, methods and epistemology
of racialised international thought from the late seventeenth to the nineteenth
century. As the transatlantic slave trade reached its peak and the religious basis of
political and epistemological authority waned, the European Enlightenment heralded
new systems of knowledge in which modified and novel ideas rationalised ongoing
and new relations between European and non-European peoples. New ideas of a
hierarchy of peoples rationalised on the basis of empirical scientific inquiry informed
the colonial occupation of Africa at the end of the nineteenth century. The third
section examines the contemporary failed states discourse in light of this longer
history. This is the postcolonial era, the era of global finance, when the explicit
vocabulary of race disappears from the content of racialised international thought.

Humanity in question? The Portuguese, the Spanish, the Indians
and the Africans

During the first half of the sixteenth century the Spanish conquest of the islands of
the Caribbean entailed increasingly violent treatment of Amerindians. Increasing
numbers of Amerindians were brought forcibly from the mainland to the Spanish
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island colonies, where they were forced to work growing food and sugar for the
colonial settlers (encomenderos) and panning for gold in rivers and streams. Similar
labour regimes were later developed as the mainland was brought under Spanish
colonial rule. But by mid-century the enslavement of Amerindians was outlawed
and, instead, the Spanish turned to importing enslaved Africans to meet their
demands for labour. This differential treatment of Indian and African by the
Spanish was seen to hinge on questions of humanity.

The violence of colonial conquest generated criticism from Spanish clerics.
Dominican friars Antonio de Montesinos, Bartolomé de Las Casas and others
criticised the harsh exploitation of the Indians. They appealed to the Spanish
crown, denouncing the brutality of the encomenderos on the island of Hispaniola and
seeking protection for the Indians through legal reform. Their appeals had an effect:
in 1542 the ‘New Laws’ were introduced by Cardinal Loaysa, president of the
Council of the Indies, banning the enslavement of Indians in Spanish colonies of
the New World (Huxley, 1980). Continuing criticisms of colonial practice led
eventually to a formal debate in Valladolid in 1550, called by the Spanish King
Charles V. Las Casas sought to protect the Indians from slavery on grounds of their
humanity, against the arguments of Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, a renowned Spanish
scholar of Aristotle who drew on Aristotle’s arguments about natural slavery to
defend the forceful conquest and enslavement of Indians on the basis of their
inferior civilisation (Huxley 1980; Hannaford 1996, 149–50).

Las Casas is widely seen as the father of humanism and human rights discourses
(Hanke 1974; Carozza 2003; Clayton 2010). In 1992 Hayward Alker’s presidential
address to the International Studies Association presented Las Casas as inaugurating
a moment of humanist commitment to universal human dignity which has sur-
vived into our own times (Alker 1992). Yet while appealing for protection of the
Indians, Bartolomé de Las Casas and other Dominican clerics proposed that African
people should be imported in increasing numbers, to work as slaves in place of the
Indians. In 1510 Las Casas had recommended the importation of African slaves in
place of Indians on the grounds that they ‘had no souls’ (Wilson 1957). Las Casas
articulated this proposal on several occasions, in 1516, 1518, in a letter to the
Council of the Indies in 1532, and again in 1542 (Rivera 1992).

Later in life Las Casas came to bitterly regret this position, denouncing the
cruelty of African slavery and defending the humanity of Africans (Clayton 2009;
Merediz and Salles-Reese 2008). The point here is neither to pin the blame for the
African slave trade on the shoulders of Las Casas nor to absolve him given his
subsequent change of views, but to highlight the structure of knowledge through
which both the protection of Indians and the enslavement and trading of African
people were legitimised and the broader framework of political authority and
economic interest which underpinned that structure of knowledge. As scholars
such as Patricia Seed and Luis Rivera have shown, the debate has to be understood
in terms of the rival interests of the interlocutors, the prevailing meaning and
significance of the core terms framing the arguments, and the broader political
context of Spanish and Portuguese colonial expansion.
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The question of the humanity of the Indians was central to the legitimacy of
Spanish colonisation. The authority for Spanish colonisation of the New World
rested on the goal of converting the native populations to Christianity. The rela-
tionship between the state, the monarch and the church in Europe was still fused
in the fifteenth century. For several centuries the Pope, as representative of God,
was recognised as the supreme seat of power on earth; in turn the Pope granted to
monarchs the authority to rule in God’s name in the terrestrial sphere. Through
the issue of papal bulls the Pope granted to monarchs the authority to rule over all
peoples and lands within the Holy Roman Empire and the duty to extend the rule
of God over non-Christian lands and peoples. Although by the fifteenth century
the power of the Catholic Pope within Europe was waning, it was this structure of
power which, in the Alexandrian Bull Inter Caetera of 1493 and subsequently,
extended legitimacy to the Spanish colonial conquests in the New World (Rivera
1992, 24–8). As Rivera emphasises, while participants in the intense debates which
culminated in Valladolid contested the interpretation of specific elements regarding
the treatment of the Indians, all sides recognised the papal bulls as the essential
framework legitimising the Spanish colonial enterprise (Rivera 1992, 24–41).

If the legitimacy of Spanish colonisation rested on converting the native popu-
lations, this in turn hinged on the assumption of their humanity. The system of
thought in which appeals to the humanity of the Indians were made was the
medieval Christian doctrine based on the teachings of Thomas Aquinas. In this
doctrine, humans were distinguished from animals on the basis of their capacity to
reason. And the possession of a rational soul indicated the potential for conversion
to Christianity. Thus the designation of ‘human’ entailed the capacity to be bap-
tised and brought into the Catholic faith (Seed 1993, 636–8). The defence of the
Indians’ humanity was the defence of their capacity for conversion to Catholicism,
and what was at stake in defending this capacity was the legitimacy of Spanish
colonisation of the New World.

Las Casas was not the first or only one to propose substituting African for Indian
slave labour: the idea was proposed by many friars – Dominican Pedro de Córdoba
in 1516–18, Franciscan Pedro Mexía in 1517, the Jeronomite fathers in 1517, and
again in 1518 (Rivera 1992, 184–5). The proposal that Africans were fit for ensla-
vement, in contrast to the Indians, rested on their definition as ‘Sarecens and
Moors, enemies of Christianity’ (Rivera 1992, 190). Africans had been defined in
such terms throughout the fifteenth century, in a series of papal bulls (in 1436,
1443, 1452, 1455, 1456, 1481) which endorsed the enslavement of Africans by the
Portuguese crown (Rivera 1992; Boxer 1969, 228–48; Mudimbe 1994, 30–7).

The discourses on the humanity of the Indians and the lack of faith of Africans
were framed in the theological tradition of Roman Catholic Christianity. Since the
thirteenth century this tradition underpinned the absolute political power of the
Pope within Europe and hence the religio-political authority of the Spanish and
Portuguese monarchs (Rivera 1992, 23–41; Mudimbe 1994, 30–7). From the late
fifteenth century, as the Spanish and Portuguese expanded beyond Europe, around
the coast of Africa towards Asia and across the ocean to the New World of the
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Americas, their colonial ventures and conquests were authorised by this same
structure and discourse of religious-political-legal power. The authority of the
papal bulls was the ultimate reference for the legitimacy of Spanish colonial rule in
the Americas, and Portuguese colonial rule and monopoly of trade in Africa and
Asia. This authority defined the purpose of Spanish and Portuguese expansion as
the expansion of Christendom: the conversion of infidels to the Christian faith.
The debate over the humanity of the Indians was rooted within this same system of
knowledge which legitimised the enslavement of Africans as enemies of Christianity, a
system of knowledge fundamental to and inseparable from the political structure of
Spanish and Portuguese colonisation of the Americas, Africa and Asia.

The legitimating discourse of the transatlantic slave trade and slave-based pro-
duction in the Americas emerged from systems of thought which specified an
‘ontology of difference’ between Europeans, Indians and Africans on grounds of
humanity and religion, in order to differentially rationalise their political subjugation,
dispossession and enslavement. While drawing on established bodies of Christian
thought regarding natural law and just war, moral debates about the differential
humanity of Indians, Africans and Europeans were conducted essentially in order
to legitimise practices of Spanish and Portuguese war, colonisation, slavery and
slave trade.

Secular classifications: the methodology of classical
and Modern Imperialism

From the late seventeenth century the form and content of racialised international
thought began to change. The use of information gathered on the basis of observation
and ordered systematically according to a reasoned logic became the foundation for
new approaches to knowledge and the distinction of new disciplinary fields. These
developments in knowledge emerged in the context of the decline of the political
authority of the Catholic church and divine basis of political authority on earth. As
relations of political power were reconfigured on secular grounds, scholars sought
to defend the secular grounds for authoritative knowledge about the social and
natural world. The quest to develop more systematic knowledge became global in
scope: the Enlightenment era entailed an ambition to know the whole world and
everything in it, manifest in the development of encyclopaedias which rendered
the whole world knowable in an ordered and comprehensive manner (Withers
1996). The twin significance of colonial context and epistemological development
underpinning the increasingly systematic organisation of the study of non-European
peoples was reflected, institutionally, in the establishment during the eighteenth
century of scientific-exploratory organisations such as the Society for the Obser-
vation of Man established in France in the 1790s (Cohen 1980, 61). Two distinct
but related ideas developed from the eighteenth century: scientific ideas about race,
and ideas about historical change as the evolutionary progression of societies through
distinct stages. Both sets of ideas shared an underlying structure of hierarchy and
classification, which informed new modes of colonialism.
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From the end of the seventeenth century European scholars began to draw
together the information available in the numerous accounts by travellers and
explorers of non-European peoples and places. Efforts were made to identify a
rational order within the details of empirical diversity gathered in the cosmologies
of earlier centuries and embellished by contemporary accounts. During the eight-
eenth century this was increasingly addressed using techniques of classification
arising from the study of plants and animals in the new field of natural history
(Bernasconi 2001, 12–13; Hudson 1996, 252–3; Cohen 1980, 60–99; Foucault
1970, 128–32). The Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus, the French naturalist the
Comte de Buffon and the German comparative anatomist Johan Friedrich Blu-
menbach undertook to sort the diversity of peoples into a coherent system of four
or five groups, in a framework based on criteria other than religion (Bernasconi
2001; Hudson 1996; Curran 2011). Peoples were arranged or classified in groups
(‘races’ or ‘varieties’) according to an array of criteria – moral character; manufacturing
capacity; cultural forms and activities; and physical characteristics including skin
colour, hair type, shape of body and stature (Jacques 1997).

The eighteenth century was undoubtedly the moment when scientific ideas
about race came to be articulated specifically in relation to skin colour, physiology
and corporal difference (Curran 2011). However, even as the specification of racial
hierarchy was given a new basis in anatomy and biology, the scope of racialised
international thought remained far broader, encompassing questions of culture and
government. Building on the work of others, German philosopher Immanuel Kant
developed a theoretical scheme positioning races in a hierarchy on the basis of
cultural and intellectual capacity and civilisation. Kant placed white Europeans at
the top, followed by Asians, with black Africans and Native Americans at the
bottom, arguing that both Africans and American Indians were incapable of intel-
lectual advance or education to a high level and incapable of self-government
(Eze 1995). While Bernasconi (2001) argues that Kant developed the first theory of
race, his specification of a racial hierarchy articulated ideas reproduced across
Enlightenment thought, from Voltaire and Hume through to Hegel (Eze 1997).

The second idea which emerged as a central strand of Enlightenment thought
from the eighteenth century was a stadial view of history (Meek 1971; Skinner
2003). This was manifest first in the static identification of different types of society,
which could be arranged in a hierarchy on the criteria of more or less sophisticated
political institutions (governance), productive activities (economy), or arts and
science (culture). The static differentiation of types of society gave way to a tele-
ological understanding of change with the introduction of the idea of progress and
a theoretical explanation of historical movement, advance or evolution (Jacques
1997). Societies identified in the vertical hierarchy of civilisation were then
positioned horizontally on a temporal trajectory of evolution (Fabian 1983).

These two strands of thought about race and historical progress were formally
crystallised in the nineteenth-century discourse about civilisation and employed
explicitly to legitimise new imperial ventures. As Anghie and others have highlighted,
in the nineteenth century the idea of civilisation was formalised in international law

70 Branwen Gruffydd Jones

Race and Racism in International Relations : Confronting the Global Colour Line, edited by Alexander Anievas, et al., Taylor &
         Francis Group, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1829364.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-29 14:25:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



as the criteria of difference by which to regulate differential relations among states
(Anghie 2005; Grovogui 1996). The development of international law in the nine-
teenth century was centrally preoccupied with colonial problems, and “special doctrines
and norms had to be devised for the purpose of defining, identifying and placing
the uncivilized” (Anghie 2005, 36). Here international law was able to draw upon the
resources and ‘evolutionary hallucinations’ of anthropological knowledge (Mudimbe
1988, 6), which from the mid-nineteenth century renewed an evolutionary approach
to the study of the “varieties of man” (Stocking 1987; Burrow 1966; Fabian 1983).
The classification of non-European societies according to their level of civilisation,
energetically pursued by anthropologists and ethnologists, became a formal requirement
of international law and central to the legitimation of different regimes of colonialism.

The discursive construction and definition of African polities through European
ethnographic categories was integral to legitimising the expansion of ‘informal empire’
and formal colonial rule in Africa in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.
The binary distinction between civilised and uncivilised states which underpinned
the positivist doctrine of international law necessarily expanded to stipulate a more
complex graded hierarchy of degrees of civilisation according to diverse forms of
colonial rule (protectorates, dominions, crown colonies). In all cases, formal legal
and policy discourse was informed by ethnographic categorisations of African
societies in terms of civilisation, capacity to govern, and cultural progress (Tilley
and Gordon 2007). European ethnographers often produced highly detailed and
nuanced studies of African societies, and many held liberal views. Nevertheless
anthropologists rarely questioned the underlying premise of colonial rule; indeed
many worked as colonial administrators (Sibeud 1994; Wilder 2007). European
ethnographic knowledge of African societies was structured by a comparative and
hierarchical logic which sought to calibrate African societies on a scale of civilisa-
tion. British and French anthropologists and ethnographers studied the political
structures of African societies and sought to develop an overall typology through
which to give order and classification to the variety and diversity of forms of social
and political organisation (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940; Middleton and Tait
1958). One of the central criteria for distinguishing the extent of civilisation and
thus positioning African societies in a classificatory system was the existence or lack
of centralised structures of political rule. African societies were judged according to
a scale of civilisation and positioned in an evolutionary scheme which accorded
greater respect to those societies with centralised structures of political authority.
African polities with decentralised modes of political and social organisation, cate-
gorised by anthropologists as ‘stateless’, were considered more primitive, lacking in
any degree of civilisation. Such classifications directly informed legal debates refining
the basis of colonial dispossession across Africa. Thus anthropological classifications
and typologies were calibrated with the legal discourse of colonial rule with major
consequences. This ethnographic hierarchy informed the formal legal processes of the
establishment of European political domination over autonomous African polities, the
annexation of territory, dispossession of land, and the construction of new institutions
of colonial rule over subject peoples.
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From modernisation to failure: rankings and predictions
in the era of global finance

Du Bois developed his notion of the colour line at a time when explicit ideas
about racial hierarchy were central to the formal institutions of global order, an
order which set ‘the darker races beyond the pale of democracy and of modern
humanity’ (1925, 438). The language of race in its modern colonial form – biolo-
gical theories of racial evolution and the vocabulary of civilisation, savage and
tribe – disappeared from legitimate international discourse with the demise of formal
colonial rule in the mid-twentieth century. Yet the underlying logics of hierarchy
and difference which structured the formal discourse of race have endured,
underpinning new technical, ahistorical and apparently race-free vocabularies.
Hesse refers to this underlying structuring as epistemological racialisation: “the codified
organisation of knowledges (e.g. deliberations, expertise, histories, representations,
and explanations) based on the adjudication and valorisation of non-Europeanness
and the debasement and appropriation of non-Europeanness, but without explanatory
reference to the impact of coloniality” (2007, 656 – emphasis added). This final section
plots the ideological, imperial and epistemological coordinates of contemporary
forms of racialised international thought, examining how the discourse of state
failure, despite the disappearance of an explicit vocabulary of race, reproduces in
new ways features of earlier modes of racialised thought, and how these dimensions
are located in the current global conjuncture.

The immediate predecessor to the failed states discourse is not the colonial
ideology of racial civilisation but the sanitised language of development and mod-
ernisation which emerged in the wake of decolonisation. The discourse of moder-
nisation served to legitimise the practices of western governments and international
organisations in providing ‘policy advice’ and ‘technical assistance’ in a range of
matters of political, economic and social concern to newly independent countries,
the new vocabulary helping to disguise essential continuities with colonial rela-
tionships. The notion of development embodied a dynamic sense of movement
and teleology: the categories of less developed, developing and developed posited
in a secular and technical manner the sense of teleological progress earlier expressed
through the language of evolution and civilisation. The ahistorical hierarchy and
linear dynamism of development through modernisation constituted the reconfi-
guration of colonial discourse in the specific global conjuncture of decolonisation
and the Cold War. The language of development, tradition and modernisation
provided a comparative mode of diagnosis and prescription which silenced the
history of colonialism in the production of global inequalities, while charting an
alternative non-revolutionary path of social and political change and progress for
newly independent states in a global order structured by the geopolitics of the Cold
War and the threat of revolution.

In this sense the discourse of state failure is situated specifically in the post-Cold
War era when the prospect of a revolutionary alternative to liberal capitalism is no
longer plausible. The aesthetic form and authoritative basis of the failed states
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discourse are also rooted in aspects specific to the present. The original hierarchy
positioning Africans beneath Amerindians and Europeans during the time of the
slave trade was framed by the Christian doctrine underpinning the legitimacy and
authority of Spanish and Portuguese colonialism. The colonial conquest of Africa at
the end of the nineteenth century was rendered legal through a new racial hierarchy
constructed on the secular evolutionary ground of civilisation, with gradations
of civilisational status calibrated according to ethnographic knowledge. The new
discourse of state failure retains the structuring logic of a hierarchy of gradations,
with the criteria for identifying international hierarchy now formulated in terms of
a state’s institutional forms and capacity to govern. Thus the unit within which
the ontology of difference is situated has moved from humanity through races,
civilisations and tribes to the institutional form of the state:

In fragile states, the gap between the model of the rational-legal bureaucratic
state of academic literature and development practice and institutional forms
on the ground is often very wide.

(Ingram 2010, 8)

This inherits the colonial concern with good government, but the judgement of
capacity to govern is no longer correlated according to racial or civilisational
capacities and maturity. The positions on this new hierarchy of state capacity to
govern – from weak to fragile, failing, collapsed and rogue states – are now specified
with reference to a general, universal notion of the functional capacity of states.
The descriptive vocabulary employed in academic and policy literature to describe
and diagnose the process of state failure is proliferous, dramatic and profoundly
ahistorical. Just as in the eighteenth-century discourse of racial anatomy, it is “rife
with mechanistic metaphors” (Curran 2011, 4) – with states slipping backwards,
sliding towards the abyss of collapse, tottering on the brink, before decaying, collapsing
or imploding.

Efforts to distinguish different moments of this trajectory invariably entail
forms of measurement (Baliamoune-Lutz and McGillivray 2011; Stepputat and
Engberg-Pedersen 2008). Several attempts have been made to specify in clear and
comprehensive terms the features which make up a failed or fragile state (DFID
2005; Nathan Associates Inc 2006; Stepputat and Engberg-Pedersen 2008; USAID
2005; IRIS Center 2003; World Bank 2002); others have subsequently compiled
and compared extant definitions (Di John 2010). These efforts entail breaking the
concept of state into a series of constituent elements, each of which can be mea-
sured or monitored on the basis of empirical criteria, so as to “operationalise” the
concepts for policy-making (Stewart and Brown 2009). The analyses and diagnoses
of state fragility/failure thus carry an air of objectivity and precision implied by
their basis in empirical observation and measurement. The authority of this dis-
course is rooted in the broader reign of positivism and quantitative social science
which was firmly consolidated in western social science in the twentieth century
(Mirowski 2005).
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One of the characteristic representational modes through which the failed states
discourse is articulated is in the form of tables, rankings and indices. The calculation of
the differential capacity to govern among the states of the world today is rendered
seemingly objective and ahistorical by the empirical measurement of aspects of
government capacity and function. Numerical measurements of discrete govern-
ance indicators are compiled to construct a comprehensive framework within
which every state can be compared and ranked on a single index of governance
and failure, represented visually in tables or maps. Thus all states are positioned
with precision in a global ranking, in indices of fragility and failure, many recal-
culated on an annual basis (Brookings Institute 2011; World Bank 2002). The Failed
States Index, produced annually by the journal Foreign Policy and think tank Fund
for Peace, is the most notorious (Fund for Peace 2005; Fund for Peace and Foreign
Policy 2011); others include the State Fragility Index of the Center for Systemic
Peace; Index of State Weakness in the Developing World of the Center for Global
Development, Brookings Institute; and the World Bank’s Country Policy and Insti-
tutional Assessment (Marshall and Cole 2010; Rice and Patrick 2008; Independent
Evaluation Group 2010). In a more optimistic vein, the Mo Ibrahim Foundation
has recently developed the Index of Governance which is compiled specifically for
African states. While the celebration of ‘good governance’ suggests a more positive
approach than the pathologising diagnoses of fragility and failure, the essential
form, structure and method employed faithfully mirrors that of the failure indices
(Mo Ibrahim Foundation 2011).

The use of quantification to render qualitative and indeterminate social phe-
nomena into finite and exact numerical form and the use of tables to order and
display this precise information, is not new, but these indices assume a form which
is arguably specific to the current global conjuncture of neoliberal capitalism and
global finance. Visualisation of society and economy using tables, for the purpose
of government, was developed in the eighteenth century as society and economy
were constituted as fields of scientific enquiry (Frangsmyr et al. 1990). The French
physiocrats, led by François Quesnay, were the first to imagine the national econ-
omy in the form of numerical information arranged in tables (Roll 1992, 112–14;
Buck-Morss 1995), while in Sweden the institutionalised expert production of
statistical data for the purpose of government was developed early in the eighteenth
century (Johannisson 1990). In the twentieth century, with the demise of colonial
empires, these existing practices of quantification and visualisation have been
extended to enable international measurement and comparison. The World Bank
produced its first annual World Development Report in 1978, while the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) began publishing its annual Human
Development Report in 1990. These reports include measurements of an array of
social, economic and political indicators organised by state in the form of tables,
graphs and indices. This visual mode of representation furthers the apparent eva-
cuation of race from international knowledge, as the construction of hierarchies of
international comparison and judgement now rests on the neutral validity of
empirical and numerical facts.
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The construction of rankings is also not specific to the international comparison
of states; it is a logic of calculation and representation used increasingly in all areas
of social life over the past three decades. The expansion of this specific aesthetic
form and way of knowing can be historicised not only in relation to the hegemony
of positivism but, more specifically, in relation to the growing hegemony of the
free market, integral to “audit culture” and neoliberal governmentality (Strathern
2000; Fougner 2008) and, perhaps, characteristic of the era of global finance. The
reduction of qualitative and dynamic aspects of social life and process to numerical
form is integral to the calculation of risk and thus a central technology of knowl-
edge in global finance, employed in the construction of credit ratings and complex
financial products such as derivatives and securities (Langley 2008). Indeed, it was
the utility of social accounting for the calculation of insurance that provided one of
the early motivations for the development and institutionalisation of statistics in the
eighteenth century (Johannisson 1990). And the process of rendering the social
world knowable through visualisation in tables, numbers, and through the use of
colour and other increasingly more complex forms, has become an important tool
in the world of global finance (Pryke 2010).

This is not to suggest that there is any direct relationship between the practices
of global finance and the construction of ‘failed state’ indices, though they might
form one component of information in the calculation of national credit ratings.
The suggestion is rather that the increasingly normalised use of indices and rankings
as a mode of producing comparative international knowledge might be located in
the era of the hegemony of the free market and global finance. These aesthetic
forms constitute a mode of representing an apparently neutral comparative analysis
of capacity to govern and risk of failure. Indices of governance and state failure
reproduce hierarchies of international judgement and epistemological racialisation
which continue to position the European at the top and the African at the bottom.
And, with no reference to race but grounded in the authority of empirical fact,
they continue to provide a discursive basis for legitimising western intervention in
African and other states. This pseudo-science of international discourse today is one
instance of the enduring discursive and historical relations that Du Bois earlier
conceived in terms of the colour line.

Conclusion

The global imagination of our times is quick to diagnose failure, determined to
predict the onset of collapse, and, at times, willing to applaud success in the gov-
ernance of African states. Employing a vocabulary and aesthetic form specific to the
present, current international thought about good governance and state failure in
Africa echoes and resonates with earlier forms of imperial imagination. This chapter
has argued that the contemporary discourse of state failure must be recognised as a
form of racialised international thought and, as such, situated in a much longer
imperial history. While the association of race with skin-colour and the body is
rooted more narrowly in eighteenth and nineteenth-century thought, all of the
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discourses considered here are systems of racialised thought. Following Grovogui
and Hesse, the notion of racialised thought is not confined to questions of skin
colour or embodiment, but refers to systems of thought about peoples – funda-
mentally, the European and non-European – which are animated by difference and
hierarchy, comparison and judgement, and which legitimise colonial practices and
western intervention. As Mudimbe has noted, across all the complexities of changing
western ideas about Africa, one thing has remained constant from the sixteenth
century to the present day: a moralising attitude of normative judgement (Mudimbe
1994, 6, 14).

From the fifteenth century onwards, ideas about non-European peoples and
their relationships with Europe have been organised on the basis of an ontology of
difference informing a hierarchical logic which places the European in a position of
superiority and which legitimises diverse colonial practices. In the sixteenth century
the African was positioned beneath the Indian and European on grounds of humanity
and capacity to embrace Christianity. This discourse, rooted in the theological
tradition of Roman Catholic Christianity, legitimised Spanish and Portuguese
colonial expansion and the enslavement of Africans. The eighteenth century saw
profound political and epistemological changes in Europe. Existing ideas about a
hierarchy of peoples were reconfigured on the basis of secular reason and empirical
observation: the sciences of race and historical evolution were born. These combined
to inform the racialised doctrine of civilisation which, in the disciplines of international
law and anthropology, was refined into detailed calibrations. The classification of
African societies into more or less civilised tribes on the basis of their political
organisation and economy directly informed the legitimation of new modes of colonial
occupation, dispossession and political rule at the end of the nineteenth century.

With political decolonisation in the twentieth century, the explicit vocabulary of
race and civilisation was dropped from international discourse. The superior capacity
of western states to govern and the proper form of the western liberal state as a
universal model constitute the unspoken and unquestioned assumptions upon
which the failed states discourse is erected. Conditions of social, political and economic
crises in Africa are diagnosed as resulting from a failure to govern properly on the part
of African governments. In its ahistorical, apparently neutral descriptive terminology,
its focus on the unit of the state, and its technocratic reproduction of international
hierarchy this discourse shares much with the earlier language of development and
modernisation. Yet, with the possibility of an alternative revolutionary path
towards progress now firmly abandoned, the sense of inevitable teleology and for-
ward movement underpinning the discourse of development and modernisation
has faded. Today many scholars and policy-makers show little hesitation in resurrecting
a form of political analysis and diagnosis which has a far more direct continuity
with the ideology of late colonialism.

The construction of international hierarchies remains and continues to develop.
The unit of comparison has shifted over the centuries from humanity and reli-
gion through biological races and primitive tribes to states. The ontology of difference
is now based upon the capacity to govern effectively. And the authority of expert
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knowledge now derives from the use of empirical description, measurement and
quantification. Its hierarchical order is rendered visually explicit and precise in
tables and rankings which position African states unrelentingly in the bottom
league, the hopeless and desperate. The impulses to collection, compilation, com-
parison and categorisation, so deeply entrenched in Western thought, recur with
renewed energy in the twenty-first century. Facts about African states and condi-
tions, once described with wonder in the Cosmographies of the seventeenth century,
are now reduced to numerical measurements, to inform and populate the indices,
tables and proxy-indicators employed by Western policy-makers for global mon-
itoring, prediction and policy formulation. The think tanks in Washington today
have inherited from the eighteenth century Society for the Observation of Man
the mantle of producing the knowledge to sustain the imperial imagination.
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