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government jobs often became self-
styled fixers. At Chaudhry Charan 
Singh University, a hub institution in 
the city of Meerut for roughly 
242,600 students, Jeffrey found that 
a handful of student leaders became 
social reformers and crusaded 
against the “corruption” of university 
officials who got rich by offering pri-
vate tutorials and selling expensive 
textbooks to students. But more 
common were those who used their 
elected positions in the student 
union to take a cut of university offi-
cials’ illegal side incomes. Some sold 
positions in newly organized private 
universities, extracted bribes for 
ignoring corruption, or steered con-
tracts to favored businessmen. 

These activities were called 
jugar, and while many Jat leaders 
spoke of the importance of going 
“straight,” there was shared elation 
in inventing new forms of political 
opportunism, according to Jeffrey. 
There was pride in being bold and 
showing individual initiative. Of 20 
top student union leaders whose 
later careers Jeffrey traced, 10 be-
came political fixers; four, lawyers; 
three, teachers; two, farmers; the 
remaining young man was in jail. 
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Saving Africa

T H E  S O U R C E :  “Can the West Save Africa?” 
by William Easterly, in Journal of 
Economic Literature, June 2009. 

About half of all Africans 

subsist on $1.25 a day or less, while 
the average American’s daily con-
sumption requires $131.50. Life 
expectancy in Africa is 51 years, a full 
33 years less than in the East Asian 
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Between 1960 and 
2006, the developed 
world gave $714 billion 
in aid to Africa. 

gambling haven of Macao. Per capita 
incomes have declined or stagnated 
since 1973. One economist suggests 
that life satisfaction is so low that the 
average Togolese man would be hos-
pitalized for depression if he lived in 
Denmark. 

The crusade to “save Africa” has 
a long and disappointing history, 
writes William Easterly, an econ-
omist at New York University. Be-
tween 1960 and 2006, the devel-
oped world contributed $714 
billion in aid, and still the majority 
of the “bottom billion” of the world 
lives in Africa. With so much spent 
to so little effect, it is particularly 
important to study what has 
worked, and why. 

The two most heavily trodden 
paths toward saving Africa are the 
“transformational” and the “mar-
ginal.” Transformers want to make 
comprehensive changes to advance 
economic growth or improve social 
conditions. Marginalists believe in 
one-step-at-a-time efforts such as 
administering deworming drugs to 
schoolchildren or offering merit 
scholarships to high school girls in 
Kenya. The ambition and costs of a 
transformational plan would seem to 
require a strong base in research, 
Easterly says, but existing studies are 
woefully inadequate. It is almost 
always impossible to figure out what 
goes awry in transformational proj-
ects, in part because so many policy 

interventions take place at the same 
time that none can be surely identi-
fied as the culprit. 

Development ideas cycle through 
Africa with the regularity of the 
ocean currents of El Niño. Britain’s 
Lord William Malcolm Hailey issued 
a report in 1938 making the case for 
malaria control, better nutrition, 
improved soil fertility and erosion 
control, better land tenure rights, 
and clean drinking water. Each 
objective was repeated in the United 
Nations Millennium Project of 2005. 
In fact, Easterly says, as each trans-
formational effort seemed to flop, the 
response was to launch an even more 
ambitious undertaking, or to try the 
same thing again once enough time 
had elapsed to forget the lack of 
results. 

Over time, development special-
ists have blamed Africa’s poverty on a 
lack of saving and investment, poor 
infrastructure, weak agricultural 
technology, poor education, bad poli-
cies, corrupt institutions, violent con-
flict, military coups, natural resource 
dependence, failed states, and even  a 
uniquely bad disease environment. 
So far, no comprehensive remedy has 
been found. But research on small, 
marginal development projects has 
also been flawed. It has led to over-
promising and dogmatism from pro-
ponents, and “heroic extrapolation” 
from small samples to general 
conclusions, Easterly says. 

Yet African development is not a 
hopeless cause, he believes. It may be 
that the potential of outside Good 
Samaritan nations and agencies to 
“save Africa” has been trumpeted too 
much. Perhaps those most likely to 
save the continent may be the 
Africans themselves. 


