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Abstract: The word “sustainability” is differentially undee®d by various key stakeholders in the
development process. Viewed through the lens ofpuaditical micro-level clientelism, however,
yet another definition for sustainability emergeldow one interprets sustainability matters, for
development project outcomes often hinge upon aeshanderstanding between development
implementers and development beneficiaries on prajeals. A framework is proposed for
bridging potential gaps in understanding over theaning of sustainability in such a way that
affirms both the core principles of development liempenters and the sensibilities of project
beneficiaries.
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INTRODUCTION

LL ow many of you have been able to keep hold of somgur belongings after your husband died?”

H Almost before my question could be fully translaietb Chichewa, the throng of widows standing

before me burst into a cacophony of misery. “Mysland’s family took everything!” *“I only

remained with the clothes on my back!” “l have money to feed my children!” “My entire househokl i
desolate!” My poor interpreter struggled to kegpwith the litany of woes being shouted at him, aretjually
struggled to be heard as | protested the misuratelisty of my question. “What | would like to knasvif any of
you havesucceedeih retaining any possessions when your husbard)"dielarified. Still, the outbursts of distress
kept coming. Finally, after a third attempt at ceding the question, a few widows came forward dentify
themselves as less than entirely destitute.

The year was 2003, and | was conducting ethnogedidwork for my Master’s degree in anthropology
from the University of Florida. In the village dfolomole, and indeed throughout Angoni villagedMalawi, the
levirate, or “wife inheritance”, is traditionallyracticed. When a man dies, one of his brotherstioer close male
relatives will marry the widow, so as to continueading economic security and protection for hed aher
children. In addition, property-grabbing is widesgd. In traditional Angoni society, all househbklongings are
considered to be the husband’'s possessions, winleldldren born to the couple are considered tdhieewife’s
possession. Thus, when a man dies, his relatiresliving parents, brothers and sisters, cousios)e to his house
and strip it of all its goods, leaving the childriem the widow to take care of. After all, houskhbelongings are
their dead relative’s possessions, so blood relatawe more entitled to them than an unrelatedwidd1].

Taken together, these two practices are somewhmaplementary. A widow may lose everything in the
house - including cooking pots, sleeping mats, wadh basins — but she will gain everything back rwkke
marries her deceased husband’s brother, who willish her with new household goods that she mayfarsthe
duration of their marriage. But in an era of wiglemd AIDS and suspicious deaths of erstwhile hgadind
vigorous men, the practice of the levirate is digantly scaling back, even while property-grabbiegnains alive
and well. The consequences are disastrous forwgdoThey are stripped of all household belongingsile
retaining responsibility for caring for their sepriphaned children. No one wants to marry the piatiyrinfected
widow of an AIDS victim.
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In this context, | was trying to identify any widewvhohad retained some household goods when their
husbands had died, in hopes of perhaps identifyiregegies that other widows could use when faciéld similar
situations. Were those who had retained some holgoods simply lucky? Were their husbands'treés more
magnanimous than most? Had they negotiated orebedksome kind of deal? While attempting to ansivat
research question, however, | was troubled by tliows’ seeming oblivion to the fact that | was themnly for
research purposes. At the time, | didn't work &ry humanitarian agency, and | thought that | haatlenit
abundantly clear that there was no financial rewfardparticipating in my study. Yet their tales wbe kept
coming, along with pleading looks and outstretchadds.

In the years since, as my career did eventually tea into humanitarian work elsewhere in sub-Sahara
Africa, | frequently returned to that memory. Asdw one development project after another fallmtfe agency
propping it up pulled back in the name of sustaiitgpl started to see a common thread weavingveen those
failures and the widows’ pleas: clientelism.

LIENTELISM

The concept of clientelism has long been descrémetdiscussed in the academic literature [2, 8, 8, 7,
8], and it is still alive and well today [9, 10, ]J11However, most discourse on patron-client neksdocuses on
political clientelism, discussing how well-placedtns in the government distribute wealth fromlputoffers to
their clients in exchange for votes and politicapgort. But formal political power is not the orbgnefit that
clients can provide to their patron; non-politigatrons within the economy may also enjoy prestigegputation
for generosity, and honorific recognition at putdicents. Thus, anyone with access to large amaidntealth, be
it through formal government appointment, succdssfoterprise, employment with a non-governmental
development organization, or inheritance can hayrble of a patron (see [12] for an excellent cdgdy of a non-
governmental organization engaging in clientelisrfijhis broader definition beyond just the politicaalm allows
clientelism to flourish both at the centers of fatrpower and at the periphery. Indeed, an otherwiwemarkable
villager who happens to own a car can become a@mpdtr those around him, providing access to hisclehin
exchange for a respectable seat at a wedding goubkc announcement of his presence at the opesfirgnew
soccer field in town.

That political clientelism stifles macro-level econic development has already been argued by ofsees
[6], for example). The role that non-political eritelism can play at the micro level in thwartingvelopment,
however, has been insufficiently examined. Thahésaim of this paper.

What does non-political micro-level clientelism kodike? Despite being a non-political actor in
Njolomole village, | now believe that | had beeewed as a potential patron to those destitute wsdewne who
had access to wealth, and who could channel thaltiwtoward them if they positioned themselveshasrteediest
amongst needy widows. | argue here that non-govental development organizations are similarly \@dvas
patrons to the beneficiaries upon whom they begtmjects. It matters little to the clients in tligstem whether
their patron wields political power or not. Allahmatters is that the patron possesses vast pesoand is willing
to share them with the client. In such a contextportunities for confusion over the meaning of therd
“sustainability” are rife.

THE VARIOUS SHADES OF SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainability is a slippery word to define. Amn#s it is used interchangeably with the term “snatze
development”, which has environmental connotatiofffie concept of sustainable development firstredt¢he
development lexicon as a crossover from ecologye-otion that resources are not limitless, andiatgyvention
that solves the problems of today while depletimgresources of tomorrow is not sustainable idahg-term. The
Brundtland Report described sustainable developmeritlevelopment that meets the needs of the presdrout
compromising the ability of future generations teentheir own needs” [13]. But even the term “simgtble
development” itself is not limited to ecology. Fexample, “the focus of sustainable developmeffiaisbroader
than just the environment. It's also about ensuarsgrong, healthy and just society” [14].

At other times, rather than being used as shorthford “sustainable development”, the word
“sustainability” refers to the durability of develment interventions themselves. Take, for examp®AID’s
declaration that “We will make our investments pctable and sustainable by implementing multi-yel@ans for
foreign assistance” [15, page 10]. Or “Sustainghilf the investment plans will require sustainedje-scale donor
financing for at least a decade to come, and inynw@ases for two decades” [16, page 276]. Implicithese
definitions is the notion that after a fixed periad time, the development agency will withdraw atioe
interventions themselves will continue sustainably.
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In the context of non-political micro-level clietisen, however, | argue that the term “sustainapilinkes
on a third meaning. In a patron-client systenis ithe relationship that is of primary importanoebe sustained.
Patron-client relationships take time and efforgtoom and maintain, and clients have a lot to lmgdosing the
support of their patron. Social security comesrfrmaintaining the patron-client relationship for lagg as
possible. Thus, sustainable development would Ha in which the patron (in this case, a develogmen
implementing agency) is kept around for as long@ssible. Rather than independent self-sufficiepeglonged
dependence is the goal. It may not be definedwhigin so many words by the clients (in this cateelopment
project beneficiaries), but that is the expresppse of clientelistic relationships, as describethe literature. As
Chabal and Daloz put it, “it is as well to recognthat there is today an international ‘aid marketich Africans
know how to play with great skill” [7, page 23].h& rationale may not be intentional deception @ngart of the
beneficiaries, but simply following the acceptetesuand norms of a very different society from timatvhich the
development agencies are embedded.

When such confusion occurs, beneficiaries may goutih the motions of preparing for a development
agency's impending departure from the field — sgttilp cooperatives that are foreign to their celtwstocking
clinics with supplies that will never be replenidhe but the real underlying hope is that the agemiyreturn for
round two or even three. And when development eigersee their initial efforts collapse upon puljatiis very
tempting to take the bait and return for round twahree, perhaps with different funding this timénd the cycle
goes round and round indefinitely — developmennaigs trying to foster a definition of sustainalilihat implies
independent self-sufficiency, beneficiaries holdit@ a definition of sustainability that implies kaéeg the
development agency coming back for more. In tbistext, it is fair to ask who is more successfitilwould seem
in many cases that beneficiaries’ definitions cftainability are predominating in practice, everil@development
agencies’ definitions of sustainability maintairtdrical hegemony.

A NEW PARADIGM FOR SUSTAINABILITY

What are the implications of this crossing of diifoms of sustainability? Does this mean that ¢hisrno
hope for consensus between implementers and bemifscon the aims and goals of development? Soewe
argued that the differences between the internatiainll system and beneficiary entities are irretable, and it is
better to close down all aid than to implementoiogby [17]. |, on the other hand, would argue ttie prospect for
achieving understanding is not hopeless, but isdequire a paradigm shift along several dimensions

First of all, a recognition by development impletega of the existence of different definitions of
sustainability is crucial. As long as various sta#lders in the development process are each ssingwhat
different meanings for the word “sustainability” thout realizing it, they may be sharing the sameabalary
without necessarily seeing eye to eye on the goals.

Secondly, there needs to be an acknowledgemenbémetficiary views on clientelism and sustainapilit
operate at a deep level of consciousness — notsapearstructural level which is easily susceptibolelteration
through education or diffusion of practice. Berh§t8] describes three levels of society: the stnec (where
physical realities reside, such as cars, housescamputers), the infrastructure (a deeper levah tthe structure,
where structures are themselves networked, suchioads, the electrical grid, and the Internet), ahd
superstructure (a shallower level than the strectwhere people’s thoughts and opinions about tstrale or
infrastructural-level realities reside, such as alhbrand of car to buy, which kind of housing i®fprred, or
whether one is a Mac or a PC). The superstrucheg the shallowest of the three levels, is thsiest to
influence. A well-placed advertising pitch or dagaient campaign speech can sway consumers’ ogim@atively
easily. But advertising and impassioned discoaess®ot change physical realities; if one is toorgodiuy a car,
then showing them 100 advertisements for a carheille no greater impact upon their actual buyinggsathan
showing just 2 advertisements. The structuralllead@as, is less susceptible to influence thansiiygerstructural.
The same goes for the infrastructural level.

Clientelism is rooted in structural and infrastruel realities. It is not a mere opinion or prefece. It is
the difference between life and death for thoseh wisufficient means to feed and clothe themseliteis the
difference between educational advancement ardrifeunemployment for those with insufficient resms to pay
their own tuition; and it is the difference betwdweralth and debilitating illness for those unabl@ay their hospital
bills. As such, clientelism is a deeply-rootedtegs that, for all its alleged faults and foiblepemtes in the
structural and infrastructural realm to bring ab@al advantages. Such a system is not likelyetedsily discarded.
And because it runs so deeply, it may not evendosaously recognized as such by the very partitge patron-
client networks. Indeed, deep-seated worldviewsatmften rise to the level of conscious awarelfdsselopment
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beneficiaries may not be aware that they are opgratithin a clientelistic paradigm), making it espally difficult

to address any proposed paradigm shifts. The fggmashifts, then, must be made by the party thabissciously
aware of the disparity in approaches to the adimisiof resources and advantages. Thus, the augpadn
development implementers to be the first to reactoss the divide of understanding, rather than etpg
beneficiaries to be in a position to do so. A#ifly they have been selected as development bérédic precisely
because they are at a disadvantage in the exigltgl power structures.

Finally, acquiring a deep understanding and apaptieci for the clientelistic system that development
beneficiaries are coming from does not mean thaeldpment implementers must abandon their own core
principles of fostering beneficiary independencenfr development agencies and promoting ecological
sustainability. Intervention strategies can be ifiedi so as to satisfy both implementer and beraficsensibilities.

In this regard, it is particularly salient to poiotit that community organizations in the developextld are not
independent entities, devoid of context, but as® allugged into networks of differential economieans in a
quasi-clientelistic fashion. Churches and assiariatsuch as Rotary Clubs and the Lion’s Club asted into
patronistic hierarchies that provide support, ratjah, and overall meaning and identity. Coopeesj unions, and
political parties are plugged into networks thatyide structure, resources, and greater combirfageimce than if
each entity were operating in isolation. Likewisecial structures that are put into place by dgwelent agencies
for the purpose of fostering beneficiary indepermgefmom outside resources must be plugged intor affentelistic
networks in order to survive. To put it anotherywdevelopment agencies must “pass off” their biereefes to a
new patron, albeit a local one, who will continoeestipport and sustain the development outcomesfimathcially
and morally. Such an approach affirms both bersfas’ and development agencies’ definitions cftainability,
rather than making it an either/or proposition.
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