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Aid and sovereignty: quasi-states and the
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Abstract. This article examines the changing status of ‘sovereignty’ in the context of some of
the world’s poorest countries. An examination of the relationship between the International
Financial Institutions (IFIs) and these countries suggests that the norm of sovereignty is
increasingly being ‘trumped’ by the IFIs’ commitment to the achievement of good political
and social arrangements and economic development within these countries. The article
explores the historical roots of this development by tracing the way sovereignty became
bound up with the idea of self-determination, the achievement of the ideals of the
Enlightenment, and the pursuit of a ‘national economic project’.

This article is concerned with the meaning and status of ‘sovereignty’ for some of
the world’s poorest countries. It argues that, over time, the possession of sovereign
statehood became intimately connected to other norms which reflected the intel-
lectual, social, political, and economic changes associated with the rise of modern
nation-states in Europe. First, sovereignty became connected to the norm of self-
determination which complicated the previously settled issue of by, and on behalf of
whom, sovereignty could be claimed. Second, the sovereign state came to be seen as
the place for the achievement of ‘ideal’ or good political and social arrangements
largely understood in European Enlightenment terms. Third, and perhaps most
significantly for modern states, the possession of sovereign statehood became
intimately linked to the pursuit of material well-being and economic development.

The complex and unstable relationship between these normative commitments
always had the potential to threaten the fragile sovereignty accorded to many newly-
independent states after World War II. This article argues that over the past two
decades concern for sovereignty has increasingly been ‘trumped’ by the international
donors’ commitment to the pursuit of ‘ideal’ or good political and social arrange-
ments and economic development within many of these countries. The empirical
focus of the article is the changing relationship between low-income countries and
the International Financial Institutions (IFIs), largely, but not exclusively, the World
Bank. Since the early 1980s this relationship has assumed a central importance in
the international relations of these countries, most especially in sub-Saharan Africa,



and hence it provides an especially privileged site of investigation into the changing
status of ‘sovereignty’.2

The concept of ‘sovereignty’ and its relative significance has become a matter of
renewed interest within International Relations which has reflected the increasing
theoretical pluralism of the discipline.3 In broad outline the contemporary debate
has circled around two sets of concerns. First, the extent to which economic inter-
dependence, technological change, regional integration, and the proliferation of
non-state and international organizations are eroding state sovereignty. This has
been especially prevalent in the debate between realists and liberal interdependence
theorists.4 The second, especially prevalent in both ‘critical’ and constructivist
accounts, has been a concern with historicizing the concept of state sovereignty,
analysing its place as an organizing and constitutive principle of the modern state
system, and detailing the norms, rules and practices which go into sustaining it.5

This second strand of scholarship has pointed to the possibility that what
sovereignty consists of and its importance can change over time.6 It has often been
an explicit aim of this type of analysis to resist the idea that a straightforward
definition of ‘sovereignty’ provides an adequate grasp of its meaning and signi-
ficance. As Walker has argued, ‘the very attempt to treat sovereignty as a matter of
definition and legal principle encourages a certain amount of amnesia about its
historical and culturally specific character’.7 This is in sharp contrast to many realist
and liberal interdependence theorists who have tended to debate whether or not
sovereignty is being eroded on the basis of a prior definition of what constitutes
sovereignty and the characteristics of a sovereign state.8 As the historical survey
below tries to show, one of the reasons why a formal definition is unlikely to provide
adequate cognitive purchase on the content, meaning and significance of sovereignty
is that it has always been bound up in a complex and changing relationship with
other norms and ideas; and this has been true from the settlement of Westphalia to
today.

Underlying this argument is the view that norms do not exist as discrete and
separate entities each having their own autonomous significance. This is so for two
related reasons. First, ideas and norms are embedded in, and connected to, other
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ideas and norms in complex and changing patterns. As Finnemore has argued, we
should view norms ‘not as individual “things” floating autonomously in some
international social space but rather as part of a highly structured social context …
[a] … fabric of interlocking and interwoven norms’.9 So, for example, the idea of
state sovereignty becomes bound up with the idea of self-determination, which itself
is bound up with the values of self-government and toleration of a degree of
difference between states in their internal economic and political arrangements. As
the historical survey tries to show, however, a complex bundle of norms and ideas
need not be internally coherent, so that, for example, contemporary international
society upholds both some kind of commitment to state sovereignty and some kind
of commitment to the desirability of protecting and promoting universal human
rights. Second, social actors do not and cannot reason and act on the basis of one
norm, idea, or commitment alone, because they are embedded within and confront a
world in which ideas, norms and commitments already exist in complex and
changing relationships.10

Despite the increased concern within International Relations to detail the
importance of ‘ideas’ or ‘norms’, less attention has been paid to the fact that they
become institutionalized in practices and organizations.11 We should not understand
the significance of norms and ideas purely on the basis of how they ‘influence’ the
decisions of policymakers.12 Rather, following Charles Taylor (among others) we
should say that ideas or ‘norms’ are both constitutive of, and are expressed through,
practices and organizations in international life.13 This insight is particularly
germane because International Relations deals so often with practices and organiz-
ations. The contemporary practices of diplomacy and international development, for
example, are constituted by and express norms such as sovereignty and the pursuit
of economic development, which may of course be in tension with one another, and
may even be embodied in the same organization such as the World Bank.

A focus on the significance of norms and ideas is at odds with an approach which
conceives of explaining international relations through the identification and
description of the ‘interests’ of agents in an anarchical international system. An
exploration of norms, and the practices and organizations through which they are
expressed, entails a rejection of the idea that states constitute the only significant
ontological unit in international relations. Instead, we require a commitment to the
effect that practices and institutions in international life are constituted by ideas,
norms, and commitments which are intersubjective and provide the resources for
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making sense of and acting in and on the world. Second, the exploration of
norms entails a rejection of a straightforward positivist epistemology because as
Kratochwil and Ruggie have argued, if one is committed to the idea that norms are
both present and important in international society, one is committed to some kind
of interpretative method as the only way to gain access to them.14 Third, this
hermeneutic strategy is likely to be historical, as it will involve tracing the emergence
and institutionalization of norms and ideas over time in an attempt to assess their
contemporary significance.15

This last remark opens up the difficult issue of accounting for change within an
approach which stresses the significance of norms for understanding international
relations. There are two separable questions here. First, there is the question of why
new norms emerge and old norms die away; why, that is, norms are added to or
subtracted from the complex bundle of norms which characterize international
relations through time. The emergence of the norm of state sovereignty itself is an
example of just such a change, and the difficulty here is connecting these kinds of
changes with the large and complex processes of economic, political and social
change which may be of epochal proportions.16 Second, there is the issue of why,
within a certain bundle or structure of norms, socially constituted agents promote
one above another. The first question is beyond the scope of this article, and the
historical survey below is meant to be simply illustrative. The second, as Finnemore
has argued, is an open question requiring empirical investigation of the sort which
Keohane has recommended.17

Sovereignty

The settlement of Westphalia is often taken as signalling the beginning of the
European states system and as codifying the rights of sovereign authorities. In this
view the settlement established the central connection between sovereign authority
and a defined territory.18 It was, so Ruggie argues, ‘the institutionalization of public
authority within mutually exclusive jurisdictional domains’.19 Codified in the settle-
ment, so it is often maintained, were certain features still associated today with
sovereign statehood, including non-intervention in the internal affairs of other
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states.20 Osiander has argued, however, that the settlement was much more complex
than is presented in this picture.21 First, it is clear that the parties to the negotiations
at Munster and Osnabruck were operating within a normative framework made up
of a sense of obligation to the ideal, if not quite the practice, of a ‘Christian
Commonwealth’ (this was especially the case with the estates of the Holy Roman
Empire); a commitment to the idea of being a ‘good neighbour’; a general adherence
to the concept of ‘legality’ as expressed in the body of legal texts and privileges
established over time; and a recognition of the growing ‘autonomy’ which some
states were claiming.22 Second, despite the establishment of rulers’ territorial rights,
there were important provisions in the settlement of Westphalia which attempted
(only partially successfully) to guarantee freedom of religious worship where this
religion differed from the official (and ruler’s) religion.23 Finally, it was clear that the
negotiating parties recognised the need to ensure the ‘full liberty of commerce [and]
a secure passage by sea and land’ in order to re-establish commerce for the ‘public
benefit’, and to this end wanted to limit the power of rulers to impose tolls and
customs charges.24

Right from the beginning of the emergence of states as a central feature of
European politics was a recognition that there were limits to the authority of rulers,
and what emerges from a close study of the negotiations and the treatises is how
embedded they were in an evolving set of normative commitments which were in
potential tension with one another. An approach which takes norms seriously can,
as Osiander has shown, provide a much more subtle and historically convincing
account of the settlement of Westphalia. The following subsections sketch some of
the ways in which the concept of sovereignty became bound up with other norms
and ideas after 1648.

Sovereignty and self-determination 

Fred Halliday has argued that International Relations theorists have usually
operated with a holistic view of the state.25 They have failed, so he suggested, to
adequately distinguish between the government, the society, the state (in both its
uses) and the nation. The point of analytically separating out components of ‘the
state’ is that sovereignty can be and has been claimed on behalf of the state or
government and its society (or nation). In the settlement of Westphalia the rights
associated with territorial possession were claimed by and on behalf of sovereigns,

Aid and sovereignty 561

20 Leo Gross, ‘The Peace of Westphalia, 1648–1948’, The American Journal of International Law, 42
(1948), pp. 20–41. The settlement comprised three treaties: between the Holy Roman Emperor and
France and their respective allies; between the Holy Roman Emperor and Sweden; and between Spain
and the Dutch states.

21 Andreas Osiander, The States System of Europe, 1640–1990: Peacemaking and the Conditions of
International Stability (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), ch. 2.

22 Osiander, The States System of Europe, pp. 42–48.
23 Ibid., p. 40, and article XXVIII of the Treaty between the Holy Roman Emperor and France. See also

Stephen Krasner, ‘Westphalia and All That’, in Goldstein and Keohane (eds.), Ideas and Foreign
Policy.

24 Articles LXIX and LXX of the Treaty between the Holy Roman Emperor and France.
25 Fred Halliday, ‘State and Society in International Relations: A Second Agenda’, Millennium, 16

(1987), pp. 215–29.



even though there were definite limits to these rights, and some of these limits made
reference to the populace or ‘public’. This situation has been transformed into one in
which sovereignty is claimed by and on behalf of a people.26 This development is
bound up with the dramatic change in the language of political argument in Europe,
whereby appeals to the ‘people’, to the ‘public’ and ‘public opinion’, and ‘civil
society’ become increasingly persuasive. The developments here are complex and
multi-faceted, but at least three features can be identified.

The first was intellectual and can be seen most starkly in the difference between
Hobbes and Locke.27 Hobbes argued that prior to the instigation of sovereign
authority persons were only a ‘multitude’ in the state of nature, while Locke argued
that while security may be lacking in a state of nature, a society does exist and
economic progress and the establishment of commerce are possible.28 This played an
important role in establishing the idea that a ‘society’ with its own internal dynamics
exists before the establishment of a sovereign authority, and that, as Locke argued,
in some (few) cases the people had the right to act to preserve themselves in the face
of tyrannical threats to their estates, liberties and lives. Second, as Habermas has
shown, these intellectual developments were followed in the eighteenth century with
social changes which produced a ‘public’ and ‘public opinion’ which both claimed,
and was increasingly understood to have, an important role in monitoring and
criticizing government activity and providing a space for the expression of political
liberty.29 Third, the emergence of the discourse of political economy, alongside the
growth of capitalist economic activity, further developed the idea that society was
characterized by its own internal laws which give it an extrapolitical identity, and
more importantly, contributed to the idea that the duty of the state was to provide
the conditions for the advancement of the material well-being of its society.30

In the modern era these developments fed into the claim for self-determination.
There emerged a close connection between the idea of state sovereignty and the
claim for self-determination where being self-determining as a people largely came to
mean having a sovereign state.31 This raised the difficult question of what consti-
tuted a people who were entitled to self-determination and the possession of
sovereign statehood, but part of the close connection between self-determination
and sovereignty was the more or less fictitious view that those within sovereign states
were or would become a ‘people’, and that this formed the basis of a claim
for sovereign statehood. As the UN Declaration on the Granting of Independence
to Colonial Countries and Peoples put it, ‘all peoples have a right to “self-
determination”’, and no ‘inadequacy of political, economic, social, or educational
preparedness should … serve as a pretext for delaying [their] independence’. The
other side of this claim was the idea that the state and government should in some
important respects represent the wishes and aspirations of its people. This history is
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part of the reason why, in some instances, governments could be seen as illegitimate
because they manifestly did not represent the wishes and aspirations of their society,
and this is clear most obviously in arguments for decolonization.32 As James Mayall
has argued, ‘[t]he nationalization of the concept of self-determination … placed a
time bomb under the concept of empire as a legitimate political form’.33

Once the idea emerged that sovereignty was claimed on behalf of the ‘people’,
intervention in the affairs of other states took on a new significance because it would
be intervention in the ‘national project’ of a nation, not simply a refusal to respect
the territorial rights of rulers. Thus the normative claim of state sovereignty came to
include the view that it was wrong, in some moral or ethical, and not just legal sense,
to intervene in the national project of a people. In this way discussion of sovereignty
came to reproduce at the international level arguments about tolerance, pluralism,
and the pursuit of freely chosen life patterns, which had become increasingly charac-
teristic of especially liberal political theory.

Sovereignty and political ideals

State sovereignty as it emerged as a concept and a set of practices alongside the
consolidation of the European states system did not refer to much which govern-
ments and rulers might do within their states but was instead largely concerned to
regulate conduct between states.34 It was not until the French and North American
Revolutions and the rise of nationalism that the possession of sovereign statehood
became increasingly linked to the achievement of goals within the state. The French
and American Revolutions indicated that the nation state could now be a place for
the achievement of the ideals of the Enlightenment.35 This is, of course, intimately
linked to the emergence of the idea of a society or nation on whose behalf
sovereignty can be claimed, and who would be the chief beneficiaries of the pursuit
of ‘ideal’ political and social arrangements.

This gave the possession of sovereign statehood a new significance, but also
potentially threatened the traditional substance of state sovereignty as Burke
realized:

The Treaty of Westphalia is, with France, an antiquated fable. The rights and liberty she was
bound to maintain are now a system of wrong and tyranny which she is bound to destroy.
Her good and ill dispositions are shown by the same means. To communicate peaceably the
rights of men is the true mode of her showing her friendship; to force sovereigns to submit to
those rights is her mode of showing hostility.36

If the nation state was now a place for the achievement of ideal political and social
arrangements, and these arrangements were universally desirable, there was an
important justification, as Burke feared, for imposing them on other states. The
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diplomatic agents of the new French regime (at least in its early years) were ‘to be
not only gatherers of information, but disseminators of the Rights of Man’.37

The sense that possession of sovereign statehood was bound up with achieving
good political and social arrangements also found expression in the ‘standard of
civilization’.38 During the nineteenth century a ‘civilized’ state permitted freedom of
trade, applied the law in an egalitarian manner, accepted European international law,
maintained diplomatic relations with other states, practised some degree of
administrative efficiency, and generally upheld ‘civilized’ values. The ‘standard of
civilization’ provided colonizers with a paternal justification to rule over ‘uncivilized’
peoples and attempt, if possible, to ‘civilize’ them, at least until they were in a
position to realise the promises of Enlightenment ‘civilization’ themselves. As John
Stuart Mill put it, some nations had ‘not got beyond the period during which it is
likely to be for their benefit that they should be conquered and held in subjection by
[civilized] foreigners’.39 The achievement of Enlightenment ideals within the nation
state continued to underpin, among other things, the succession of international
agreements on the abolition of the slave trade, and still underpins the contemporary
discourse on human rights, the promotion of democracy, and the promotion of
political and civil liberties.40 This has become increasingly institutionalized in the
practices and organizations of international politics, including in the United
Nations, and in the ever growing number of public and private agencies dedicated to
these tasks.

Sovereignty and material well-being

The most significant norm which has become associated with the possession of
sovereign statehood is the pursuit of economic development, whether this is con-
ceived in socialist or capitalist terms. Being a sovereign state is now intimately bound
up with the pursuit of what we might call ‘the national economic project’, and being
the government of a sovereign state entails a duty to provide for the material well-
being of the populace. This is so commonplace it is hard to know what we would
make of a government or ruler which did not have this as one of their professed
objectives, whatever the reality of their rule. This relationship has become increas-
ingly significant in the twentieth century with the massive expansion of government
activities, the vast bulk of which are concerned with economic development and
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material well-being.41 As Thomas and Lauderdale have argued, ‘the state is
chartered with the responsibility for “national welfare” … which means a national
economic policy that stimulates gross national product and a national welfare
programme’. This has become so pervasive that even poor and economically
undeveloped states have national welfare programmes.42 Just as this has become a
central norm for domestic politics, so an increasingly wide range of international
organizations and practices have come to express this at the international level.43

These range from functional agencies such as the IMF, the World Bank, the WTO
and the ILO, to the numerous treatises and protocols designed to regulate and
expand international economic activity.44

Quasi-states and international financial institutions

What Jackson has called ‘quasi-states’ were born into a world in which the concept
of state sovereignty had become bound up in a complex relationship with other
norms that reflected the intellectual, political, social, and economic transformations
of the previous two centuries.45 The sovereignty of these states was upheld by inter-
national society through its recognition of these states as formally sovereign, its
general adherence to the normative principle of non-intervention in the national
projects (internal affairs) of these newly independent peoples, and through integra-
ting them into those practices, such as diplomacy and membership of international
organizations, which characterize modern statehood. In addition, developed coun-
tries and newly established international organizations also took it upon themselves
to assist, but in principle not to direct, these quasi-states in the task of economic
development; that is to assist them in their ‘national economic project’.46

This complex bundle of norms and practices was reflected in how the relationship
between developing countries and IFIs was originally conceived. The principle of
non-intervention in the internal affairs of developing countries was enshrined in the
World Bank’s Articles of Agreement. The bank saw its role as that of an expert, and
hence neutral, economic advisor. Eugene Black, President of the World Bank from
1949–62 said that ‘the professional job of the economist is … to make the politician
[and] the civil servant aware of the economic consequences of their decisions, and to
provide evidence on which the decision-makers can weigh the benefits and costs of
alternative courses of action’.47 It was also expected that governments would take
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the lead in identifying projects for the World Bank to fund and would take the lead
in coordinating the development process.48

As Jackson has argued, this understanding of negative sovereignty was potentially
in conflict with the need for IFIs to assist developing countries in the pursuit of their
national economic project.49 Although the tension between the substance of state
sovereignty and economic development was not limited to developing countries (as
the GATT Treaty of 1947 shows) it was certainly more acute. It was also in conflict
with the universalism embodied in such things as the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, itself the manifestation of the idea that the state is a place for the
achievement of ideal political and social arrangements.50 The potential tension
between the demands of non-intervention and assistance in the pursuit of the
national economic project was complicated further by the ambiguous nature of the
subject of sovereignty. The IFIs could only lend money to governments, but these
governments were supposed to use this money to further the national economic
project in the name of the people. The bank and the IMF were both committed to
the principle that the governments of developing countries should in some sense
represent the wishes and aspirations of their people.

Finally, relations between developing countries and the IFIs were understood on
the basis of a particular view of economic development. Until the 1970s, economic
development was largely understood as driven primarily by increased investment, the
transfer of technology, and improved education and health provision. The dominant
mode of thinking about development did not see the macroeconomic policy environ-
ment, or the political and institutional framework of a society, as the crucial
determinants of economic development.51 In this sense, the IFIs did not concern
themselves unduly with many components of what had become internal affairs. It is
clear from this, however, that the ‘trumping’ of a commitment to sovereignty by a
commitment to ideal political and social arrangements, or a commitment to
economic development, was always a possibility.

There have been two main processes involved in making this a contemporary
reality. First, and most obviously, the precipitous economic decline of particularly
sub-Saharan African economies has dramatically increased their reliance on external
aid. In 1980 aid comprised only 3.4 per cent of GNP in sub-Saharan Africa as a
whole.52 By 1994 this had risen to 16.3 per cent. The World Bank’s definition of a
highly aid-dependent country is one where aid comprises more than 10 per cent of
GNP. In 1980 there were 14 such countries, but by 1994 this number had risen to 34.
Most, but not all of these countries are in sub-Saharan Africa (they include Haiti,
Cambodia, Nicaragua, and Nepal) and they comprise the bulk of what the bank
classifies as ‘Low Income Economies’ (34 out of 49). For some of these countries,
aid comprises more than 25 per cent of GNP (Mozambique, Tanzania, Burundi,
Malawi, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Niger, Burkina Faso, Haiti, Mongolia, Mauritania,
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Congo, and Guinea-Bissau). There are, in addition, 17 countries where aid flows
account for between 5 and 10 per cent of GNP.53 There has also been a sharp rise in
the extent of aid dependence in different sectors. For example, in 1990 donor contri-
butions accounted for 85 per cent of Malawi’s health sector budget.54 The World
Bank has argued that in the most highly aid-dependent countries ‘aid can no longer
be regarded as an adjunct to domestic investment resources but has become central
to their economic management, and to the continued functioning of governments’;
‘it is clear that the bulk of the capital budget and a significant portion of the
recurrent budget of governments … are directly or indirectly financed by aid
resources’.55 Put bluntly, the continued functioning of many governments has
become dependent upon continued aid flows.

An increasing amount of aid to these heavily aid-dependent countries is from
multilateral sources, most notably the IMF and the World Bank. In 1995, the debt to
multilateral agencies accounted for 25 per cent of the total debt of sub-Saharan
countries, and for some heavily aid dependent countries, their multilateral aid
burden accounted for over 50 per cent of their total debt burden (Rwanda owes fully
80 per cent of its debt to multilateral agencies).56 In some ways more important than
the amount of money disbursed by the IMF and the World Bank is the fact the two
Bretton Woods institutions stand as gatekeepers for the vast bulk of aid flows to the
poorest countries. Those countries without an agreement with the IMF and the
World Bank are extremely unlikely to receive other bilateral aid flows. By one
estimate the World Bank stands as ‘gatekeeper’ for 75 per cent of aid to sub-Saharan
Africa. This extreme reliance on external assistance provides donors with an oppor-
tunity to exercise ‘leverage’ over recipient governments.

The second process has involved a change in the way the governments of many
developing countries have been perceived by the aid donors. Many governments
have, in the view of the IFIs, proved themselves to be corrupt, more or less incom-
petent, and more or less brutal in the treatment of their citizens. That is, they have
failed to fulfil the purposes of state sovereignty, both in terms of economic
development and in terms of achieving desirable political and social arrangements.
In addition, the acceptance by many IFIs of the basic arguments of neo-classical
economics provided additional good reasons for questioning and restricting the
activities of the state. Finally, the increasing acceptance of a set of arguments drawn
from rational choice or public choice political economy meant that politicians and
bureaucrats were seen as essentially self-interested.57 Governments, in this view, were
no longer seen as simply mistaken about economic policy, or inexperienced, or even
the victims of unfortunate circumstances; rather they were themselves a major
reason for the lack of economic and political development.
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A combination of economic mismanagement, more or less corrupt and brutal
government, and the acceptance of a political economy which depicts politicians
and bureaucrats as essentially venal has had the effect of drastically downgrading
the legitimacy accorded by donors to many Third World governments. As Francis
Deng has put it, ‘the concept of sovereignty … is becoming understood more in
terms of conferring responsibilities on governments to assist and protect persons
residing in their territories—so much so that if governments fail to meet their
obligations they risk undermining their legitimacy’.58 Donors have felt increasingly
able to intervene in the internal affairs of many developing countries in the name of
improving economic well-being, human rights, and political liberties.59 In other
words the IFIs have become central players in the attempt to fulfil the purposes of
state sovereignty in many developing countries, and in so doing they have become
the organizational embodiment of that set of ideals which has, at least since the
French Revolution, always potentially threatened state sovereignty.

This can be illustrated through three trends. First, there has been a dramatic
widening of the scope of IFI activities, second there has been a dramatic increase in
the depth of IFI involvement, and third there has been an increase in aid and donor
coordination. Before the late 1970s and early 1980s most development aid was
directed to funding discrete investment projects.60 There were important precedents
for what became known as structural adjustment lending, including in India and a
number of African countries, but these was seen by the World Bank as exceptional
and by no means as a precondition for the success of discrete investment lending.61

By the middle 1980s this had changed. Structural adjustment lending accounted for
more than 25 per cent of bank lending after 1986, and more importantly the bank
and the IMF, under the influence of neoclassical and monetarist economic theory,
came to see structural adjustment as an essential precondition of successful invest-
ment lending. Structural and sectoral adjustment loans typically came with a large
number of policy conditions attached, including such things as the removal of
import quotas, cutting tariffs, reducing interest rates controls, devaluation of
currencies, elimination of state marketing boards, removal of restrictions on
industry, the privatization or restructuring of state owned enterprises, and the
removal of price controls on food, energy and agricultural inputs.

Since the massive expansion of structural adjustment lending in the 1980s, the
IFIs, and especially the World Bank, have become concerned with many other
aspects of developing countries’ economic, institutional, and political arrangements.
The World Bank and the IMF have increasingly stressed the idea of ‘good govern-
ance’.62 According to the bank, improving ‘governance’ entails improving public
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sector management, restructuring legal systems, decentralizing administration,
improving ‘accountability’, and encouraging ‘transparency’ and information
provision. The bank has also increasingly concerned itself with promoting the
‘participation’ of project beneficiaries in project design and implementation, and
with encouraging the development of a ‘civil society’.63 Both of these are also being
pursued through much increased cooperation with Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs), particularly as project implementing agencies.64 IFIs have also become
concerned with developing an institutional framework in their borrower countries
which will provide an ‘enabling environment’ for the private sector. For the World
Bank this has included, among other things, lending to reform regulatory
institutions in telecommunications and water provision, restructuring banking and
financial institutions, and encouraging the development of stock markets.65 Finally,
IFIs, including the World Bank and the IMF, are also concerning themselves with
the levels of military spending in many developing countries.66

The World Bank itself has not and cannot advocate multi-party democracy (at
least in public), although many of the components of ‘good governance’ are con-
gruent with it. This is partly because of prohibitions in its Articles of Agreement,
and partly because the bank recognizes that democratic governments are certainly
no better, and may under some circumstances be worse at economic management
that non-democratic ones.67 However, many other bilateral and multilateral develop-
ment agencies have made progress towards democracy a condition of continued
lending. The EBRD for example has as its primary purpose promoting ‘economic
progress and reconstruction … in central and eastern European countries committed
to applying the principles of multi-party democracy, pluralism and market
economies’.

It is important to note that lending in all these areas is now undertaken by IFIs
after their own assessments of the development priorities in their borrower coun-
tries. As has been suggested, when the World Bank was set up it was assumed that
borrower governments would undertake the work of identifying investment projects
and leading the development process. This has been superseded by a situation in
which the bank takes de facto responsibility for project identification and prepara-
tion.68 In addition, the identification and preparation of development projects
within the bank now takes place within the framework of a ‘Country Assistance
Strategy’, which articulates both the level and composition of assistance to be given
to each of its borrower countries. There is, in short, very little of developing
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countries’ economic, governmental, administrative, institutional, and social struc-
tures and policies which IFIs see as being beyond their purview.69

In addition to the increased scope of development activities, there has also been a
dramatic increase in the depth of involvement. The increased depth of World Bank
involvement is evident in the details of its lending. One example out of many will
suffice to illustrate the point. In Ghana the World Bank has designed and is funding
the ‘Local Government Development Project’.70 The project is designed to support
Ghana’s ambitious programme of governmental and administrative decentraliz-
ation.71 A World Bank report identified a lack of revenue as the crucial factor
preventing local government from properly fulfilling its requirements as laid out in
the Ghanaian constitution.72 According to the bank, the most under-utilized source
of local tax revenue was property tax. Local government units were hampered from
increasing the collection of property tax by the lack of any up-to-date register of
rateable properties, the lack of any database of potential tax payers, and a general
lack of administrative capacity, especially the lack of appropriately trained
personnel.

The ‘Local Government Development Project’ is attempting to rectify these
problems. The project supports the development of accurate urban maps using aerial
photography and the formalization of street names and addresses to allow an
accurate role of rateable properties to be drawn up. The project specifies among
other things, the scale of the maps, their degree of accuracy, the map content, and
even the contour lines to be used. Once the database is in place, the project provides
support for new computer hardware and software to allow for the automated
production of tax demands and improved billing and collection operations. The
project also supports an extensive programme of training, ‘based on a survey of skill
deficiencies’ for both local government staff and for members of central govern-
ment. This includes training in financial management, the management of waste
management systems, accounting and bookkeeping, project planning, project
management, personnel management, the function of local government units, and
the role of local councillors. This is in addition to on-the-job training which will deal
with such matters as work procedures, equipment operation, efficient use of
materials, planning work assignments, maintenance procedures, management of the
work place, safety ‘and other related topics’.73

Projects such as these are intimately concerned with the details of the day-to-day
operation of government and administration and with the relations between govern-
ments and their societies.74 The World Bank and other IFIs are not only concerned
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with inducing major economic and political reforms in their recipient countries, but
as this project shows, they are also concerned with attempting to reconstruct in the
minutest detail the functioning of governments. The point of this kind of activity is
both to make up for the inability of governments to fulfil the promises of state
sovereignty, and to construct a state which can, in the course of time, fulfil these
promises without external assistance. The norm of state sovereignty is being
increasingly ‘trumped’ by the pursuit of other norms.

None of this means, as some have argued, that the IFIs can and do always get
their way. Despite the scope and depth of World Bank activities within its borrower
countries, developing country governments have been able to resist implementing its
loan conditions, and they have dissembled, bargained, dragged their feet, and
generally, where they wished, tried to maintain some semblance of control over the
process of political and economic reform.75 This has been made possible in part by
the fact that in many developing countries there may be upwards of 25 or 30 official
aid agencies operating, and possibly hundreds more NGOs.76 Not only has this
proliferation of aid and donors provided recipient governments with room to
manoeuvre, it has created massive problems of coordination, especially as many of
the recipient countries have weak administrative structures for coordinating aid and
donor activities.77 One particularly valuable tactic has been to play one donor off
against another, or argue, for example, that IMF and World Bank loan conditions
contradict each other (which they sometimes have).78

The recognition that these problems were reducing the developmental effective-
ness of external assistance has led to a rapid rise in the number of aid and donor
coordination meetings chaired by the World Bank (this is in addition to those
chaired by UNDP and IDB).79 In 1986 the World Bank chaired 20 such meetings, 26
in 1992, and 30 in 1994.80 A UN study in 1990 concluded that ‘the reality has been
that donors have been playing increasingly prominent roles in the coordination of
aid—both directly and through the Bank/Fund policy framework—and that the role
of LDC governments has been relatively diminished in the process’.81 For example,
an OECD study found that major donors used the aid coordination groups for
Bangladesh ‘as an instrument for influencing the direction and timing of the
government’s economic policy decisions’.82 This is significant not only because it
reduces the room for manoeuvre of recipient governments, but it also effectively
takes out of the hands of governments control over the amount and direction of aid
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resources and decisions about development priorities. The ‘national economic
project’ is increasingly being designed and implemented by aid donors in an attempt
to make up for the fact that, in the eyes of the donors, many governments are unable
or unwilling to do it themselves.

Despite the growth of aid coordination there is little reason to think that the IFIs
will be successful in their attempts to induce economic development and political
and institutional reform. The IFIs, like the governments of developing countries
before them, face not just weaknesses in governmental and administrative structures,
but deeply embedded social practices which have proved very difficult to change, and
which provide resources to draw on in the attempt to subvert, avoid, or upset this
developmental drive.83

Not all developing countries have experienced these developments equally. The
world’s poorest countries, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, have seen the sub-
stance of their sovereignty almost disappear. Others, such as in Latin America and
South East Asia, have maintained more control over the process of economic
development. This may be simply because these countries are more economically
advanced, and have more effective political and administrative structures. But this
goes some way to supporting the arguments presented here, for it seems that one of
the criteria for being respected as a sovereign state is precisely the ability of a
government to actually fulfil the purposes of state sovereignty. The limited tolerance
of difference embodied in the idea of state sovereignty does not, today, extend to
governments who so apparently fail to fulfil the purposes of state sovereignty.

Conclusion

Both developing countries and IFIs work hard to maintain the view that the
sovereignty of developing countries is not under threat from the activities of aid
donors. The World Bank, for example, is careful to say that all decisions about loans,
country development strategies, and donor coordination are reached in discussion
with recipient governments. Similarly, all project proposals are accompanied by
signed letters (often to the President of the Bank) from ministers in recipient
governments agreeing to the project, and undertaking to fulfil their role in project
implementation. Similarly, developing countries are the most outspoken defenders of
the idea of state sovereignty within the World Bank. That both IFIs and developing
countries continue to talk as if state sovereignty was still a significant fact may itself
be important. It may be a sign that, as yet, few people are willing to embrace a world
where state sovereignty is not, in theory at least, the basic organizing principle of the
state system. The question is whether the sovereignty of many developing countries
survives as anything more than a show, as anything more than ‘a political drama
with an audience more or less willing to suspend its disbelief’.84
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The activities of the IFIs in their relations with many developing countries
certainly suggest that the substance of state sovereignty does not amount to very
much more than a show. As the above discussion has shown, there is now not very
much left of the idea of a sphere of ‘internal affairs’ over which governments have
sole authority. The IFIs are prepared to intervene in almost all aspects of economic,
political, and social life, and as has been argued, many governments are now no
longer in effective control of the national economic project. In response to this it
might be argued that this situation arose through the actions of governments who
voluntarily entered into contractual relations with IFIs, and that in principle this is
no different from any other kind of international agreement where states willingly
cede some of their authority in return for expected benefits. As well as showing a
certain naivety about contractual relations between developing countries and the
IFIs, this argument misses the crucial significance of these changes. Following Onuf
we should see this as a reflection of how the changing set of norms bound up with
sovereignty have constituted and legitimated the activities of an increasing number
of international organizations which compete with states for authority over areas
once understood as largely under domestic jurisdiction.85

The discussion of state sovereignty presented here has wider implications, parti-
cularly for how we understand the role of state sovereignty in international society.
Part of the history of state sovereignty is a history of its relationship with other
norms and ideas. Of particular importance in this history is the rise of the idea that
state sovereignty was in part about the pursuit of economic development and ideal
or good political and social arrangements in the name of a society or a people. The
experience of the world’s poorest countries is only one part of a larger process
whereby the pursuit of economic development and the ideals of the Enlightenment
have become an increasingly important part of the normative structure of inter-
national relations.
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