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ABSTRACT 

Corruption is seen as major hindrance to development, and anti-corruption measures form a 

significant part of international development strategies. In 2013, the United Kingdom (UK)’s 

Department of International Development (DFID) suspended all general budgetary support to 

Malawi following the exposure of government corruption in the “Cashgate” scandal. This MA 

thesis examines the role accountability for corruption – as part of the good governance rhetoric – 

plays in the post-Washington Consensus (PWC) approach to development and asks what the UK’s 

suspension of aid to Malawi can tell us about the conceptualisation and application of 

accountability for corruption in contemporary aid relations. By undertaking an historical analysis 

of the development of the PWC’s focus on good governance and of the nature of accountability 

and then surveying contemporary documents addressing the UK-Malawi aid relationship, this 

research demonstrates that corruption serves a central role in the PWC as explaining why countries 

fail to develop and that a fundamental element of accountability within the good governance 

framework is that it is retroactive – that is, accountability mechanisms are triggered after 

wrongdoing. Cashgate and DFID’s response is then compared to the understanding of 

accountability for corruption DFID demonstrated in its documents and to the 2009 UK 

parliamentary expenses scandal. The MA thesis concludes that there are two significant 

inconsistencies in the theory and practical application of accountability for corruption: an internal 

inconsistency in that an application of the retroactive element of accountability contradicts the 

PWC’s use of corruption as the explanation for failed development; and an external inconsistency 

in that the retroactive element was adopted in the UK parliamentary expenses scandal but not in 

Cashgate. This contributes to the literature on the inherent shortcomings of the PWC’s approach 

to development and the impossible governance standards to which aid-recipient countries are held 

that donors do not themselves attain, and poses questions for how accountability should be applied 

in order to achieve true social justice, equality and prosperity.   
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INTRODUCTION  

THE PROBLEM WITH CORRUPTION 

In November 2013, the United Kingdom’s (UK) Department of International Development (DFID) 

announced that it would cease all general budgetary support to Malawi following the exposure of 

massive state corruption in that country. Speaking to the media, the bilateral aid agency – one of 

the world’s largest and most influential – stated that “it is clearly not possible to provide direct 

support to Malawi’s government at this time … [n]o UK funds will be paid until we are fully 

satisfied that taxpayers’ money is safe.”1 In its official documents following this decision DFID 

asserted that its support to Malawi would henceforth take the form of assistance “outside of 

government financial systems,”2 whilst acknowledging that the suspension of aid would have an 

effect on the projects in Malawi – most notably those supporting maternal health and water and 

sanitation programmes, two key areas of the Sustainable Development Goals.3   

The suspension of aid was grounded in the belief that corruption is a symptom of poor 

governance and an indicator of low prospects of economic growth. As such, continued aid to 

Malawi was seen as an ineffective way to support development efforts. However, given the speed 

with which DFID responded to the corruption allegations and its alleged desire to protect UK 

taxpayers’ money this incident raises numerous and significant questions about the power 

dynamics inherent in aid relationships, the neoliberal assumptions underlying donors’ 

development policies (such as the perceived link between good governance and economic growth), 

and the practical application of those policies. This thesis responds to these questions, and 

examines the international development understanding of accountability for corruption and the 

                                                 
1 Xavier Blas, “Malawi’s Cashgate Scandal Unfolds like a Thriller.” Financial Times, 19 November 2013. 
2 DFID, Operational Plan 2011 – 2016 DFID Malawi (updated December 2014). 
3 Ibid. 
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exceedingly high standards of good governance expected of development aid recipients, while also 

interrogating the dominant approach of anti-corruption as a tool of development. Good governance 

is understood here as the “political and institutional processes and outcomes that are deemed 

necessary to achieve the goals of development”,4 and as part of a specifically neoliberal approach 

to development. By focusing on the bilateral aid relationship between the UK (Malawi’s former 

colonial master and one of the world’s most influential development donors5) and Malawi (an 

avowedly pro-capitalist but low-income former colony and geo-political ally), this research project 

allows for an historical and contemporary analysis of the way in which power is exerted through 

the interpretation and application of development strategies in a neoliberal development setting. 

In this MA thesis I understand power as the capacity of different international actors (which is 

determined by their position in the global geopolitical system) to act in a way that has effects that 

benefit and disadvantage them and other actors.  

 

CORRUPTION IN MALAWI  

Malawi, situated in southern Africa, is a multiparty democracy with a population of just under 20 

million.6 The country’s economy, heavily reliant on agriculture and so susceptible to weather and 

climate related crises,7 is bolstered significantly by the aid it receives from bilateral and 

multilateral donors.8 The corruption scandal – which has become known as “Cashgate” because of 

the manner in which envelopes of cash were exchanged between politicians and business leaders 

– had significant political and economic impacts. DFID and other donors immediately suspended 

                                                 
4 “Good Governance and Human Rights”, UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Accessed 30 

April 2019.  
5 Jonathan Fisher, “Does it Work? – Work for Whom? Britain and Political Conditionality Since the Cold War” 

World Development vol. 75 (2015), 13.  
6 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook: Malawi. Accessed 30 April 2019. 
7 African Development Bank, Malawi Economic Outlook. Accessed 30 April 2019.  
8 Alick Ponje, “Malawi Government Eyes Budget Aid.” Times Group, 9 November 2016.  
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their budgetary aid, and the Malawian President at the time, Joyce Banda, dissolved her cabinet.9 

The former Minister of Finance (Ken Lipenga) and Minister of Justice (Ralph Kasambara) were 

later charged, prosecuted and convicted of financial crimes, and at least eighteen other individuals 

have been convicted in relation to Cashgate. In May 2014, Banda’s party, the People’s Party, lost 

the general election and she her position as President.  

In the same month that Cashgate was exposed a former British Member of Parliament (MP) 

appeared in a London court to answer criminal charges brought against him for false accounting 

over parliamentary expenses. This trial was the latest in a series of criminal trials that had followed 

a massive political scandal in 2009 in which MPs and Peers in the House of Lords were found to 

have misused public funds by fraudulently claiming accommodation, security and maintenance 

expenses for their parliamentary homes. While on a different scale to the corruption in Malawi, 

this scandal brought to light dishonesty and misappropriation of taxpayers’ money by publicly 

elected and appointed public officials in the UK.  

 

AN OVERVIEW OF GOOD GOVERNANCE, ACCOUNTABILITY AND ANTI-

CORRUPTION IN DEVELOPMENT AID 

The international donor response to Cashgate must be seen in the context of a broader anti-

corruption movement. Corruption is defined in the development literature as “the abuse of public 

power for private gain”,10 and is seen as a fundamental hurdle to economic growth within the 

dominant contemporary international development literature – in 1996 the then-World Bank 

President, James D. Wolfensohn referred to it as a “cancer”.11 The post-Washington Consensus 

(PWC) emerged in the mid-1990s in response to the apparent inability of the Washington 

                                                 
9 Mabvuto Banda, “Joyce Banda sacks Cabinet after corruption scandal.” Mail and Guardian, 11 October 2013. 
10 Anwar Shah, “Tailoring the Fight Against Corruption to Country Circumstances.” In Performance Accountability 

and Combating Corruption, edited by Anwar Shah. Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2007, 234.  
11 Vinay Bhargava, The Cancer of Corruption. World Bank Global Issues Seminar Series, 2005. 
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Consensus (WC) to achieve economic development with its focus on privatisation and minimal 

state regulation.12 The recognition by the World Bank that economic growth depends on “capable 

state institutions” in the 1997 World Development Report, The State in a Changing World,13 led 

to the consolidation of a position in international development circles that the most effective way 

to create development in the Global South would be to encourage and strengthen effective and 

capable state institutions. As a way to explain the consistency with their earlier rejection of the 

role of the state in development, proponents of the PWC emphasised that it was only effective 

states that would facilitate growth, and the concept of good governance became the catchphrase of 

the PWC to encapsulate all that was required of states to meet the standards of efficacy and 

capability.  

In this MA thesis, I accept the World Bank’s understanding of economic growth which 

measures a country’s growth based on (allegedly) objective, economic indicators: 

Economic indicators include measures of macroeconomic performance (gross domestic 

product [GDP], consumption, investment and international trade) and stability (central 

government budgets, prices, the money supply, and the balance of payments). It also 

includes broader measures of income and savings adjusted for pollution, depreciation, and 

depletion of resources.14 

The World Bank defines governance as “the manner in which power is exercised in the 

management of a country’s economic and social resources for development”, and stated that 

“[g]ood governance, for the World Bank, is synonymous with sound development management”.15 

                                                 
12 Joseph E. Stiglitz, More Instruments and Broader Goals: Moving toward the Post-Washington Consensus. 

WIDER Annual Lectures, UNU World Institute for Development Economics Research, 1998, 24. 
13 World Bank, World Development Report 1997: The State in a Changing World, Oxford University Press: New 

York 1997.  
14 World Bank, “Economy” (accessed 30 April, 2019). 
15 World Bank, Governance and Development Washington D.C: The World Bank (1992), 1.  
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The Bank notes that its concern with sound development management “extends beyond building 

the capacity of public sector management to encouraging the formation of the rules and institutions 

which provide a predictable and transparent framework for the conduct of public and private 

businesses and to promote accountability for economic and financial performance”.16 The United 

Nations (UN) adopts a similar understanding of good governance: the Commission for Human 

Rights adopted a resolution in 2000 which defined “transparent, responsible, accountable and 

participatory government, responsive to the needs and aspirations of the people” as the foundation 

of good governance.  

Corruption plays a central role in the characterisation of poor governance and the World 

Bank has identified high levels of discretionary authority as enabling capricious behaviour, 

corruption and rent-seeking behaviour.17 Anwar Shah, a consultant to the World Bank and editor 

of its book on Performance Accountability and Combatting Corruption characterised corruption 

as a “symptom of failed governance”.18  

Another essential element of the PWC is that effectiveness is used to qualify the aid that is 

given by donors, and so in addition to effective states being seen as the only route to economic 

development the aid given to support that economic development must also be effective. Aid 

effectiveness encourages collaboration between donors to avoid duplication of efforts, but also 

relates to initiatives in the recipient countries and calls for greater definition of “measures and 

standards of performance and accountability of partner country systems in public financial 

management, procurement, fiduciary safeguards and environmental assessments.”19 

                                                 
16 Ibid, 3.  
17 Ibid, 8.  
18 Shah, “Tailoring the Fight Against Corruption to Country Circumstances,” 234. 
19 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, section 3(vi).  
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DFID’s approach has echoed the international institutions in emphasising the importance 

of good governance to economic development. In their 2017 document Economic Development 

Strategy: Prosperity, Poverty and Meeting Global Challenges DFID titles a section “Governance, 

politics and corruption” and notes that a “capable state and committed political leadership can 

drive economic transformation and manage the tensions it presents” which it says includes 

“providing predictability and transparency”.20 It adds that “effective governance and institutions 

can build the systems of accountability on which sustained progress depends and prevent narrow 

vested interests capturing economic benefits at the expense of the economy overall”.21 And, in 

2012, the then-International Development Minister, Stephen O’Brien stated that “[t]ransparency, 

accountability and good governance are fundamental to anti-corruption”.22 

The WC and PWC have been characterised as representative of a broader neoliberal 

approach to economic development and successful growth. In this thesis, by neoliberal 

development I mean the ideological belief that economic growth (and therefore poverty alleviation 

and social good) will best be achieved through a competitive market society in which state 

intervention is restricted only to what is necessary to ensure the stability of that market system.23 

The PWC principles and the way they are applied in the development world can be condensed into 

an argument which justifies the suspension of aid on the exposure of corruption.  

1. The purpose of aid is to alleviate poverty by stimulating economic growth; 

2. aid should only be given in situations in which it can be effective in contributing to 

economic growth and so which would lead to poverty alleviation; 

3. economic growth requires an effective state, and so requires good governance;  

                                                 
20 DFID, Economic Development Strategy: Prosperity, Poverty and Meeting Global Challenges, January 2017, 25.  
21 Ibid, 26. 
22 Stephen O’Brien, Speech at Roundtable on Transparency, Accountability and Good Governance, 16 May 2012.  
23 Graham Harrison, Neoliberal Africa: The Impact of Global Social Engineering. Zed Books: New York, 2010, 19; 

Susanne Soederberg, “Recasting Neoliberal Dominance in the Global South? A Critique of Monterrey Consensus” 

Alternatives 30 (2005), 328-329. 
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4. accountability is a fundamental element of good governance; 

5. aid should therefore only be given in situations where there is good governance, 

and so where there is accountability; 

6. corruption is a symptom of poor governance, and specifically a lack of 

accountability; and 

7. therefore, it is permissible and responsible to suspend aid on discovery of 

corruption in an aid-recipient country. 

There has been a great deal written about the problems with the PWC consensus – that the 

association between good governance and economic growth is too tenuous and that the definition 

of corruption within this narrative is deficient; that aid and anti-corruption strategies have been 

ineffective; and that the good governance framework creates an impossible standard for recipient 

countries to meet. However, the literature does not interrogate the standard of accountability used 

within that good governance framework, and so, as I introduce that analysis, my research is able 

to demonstrate that there is an internal inconsistency between how the PWC emphasises 

accountability as a feature of good governance and portrays corruption as the primary explanation 

for failed development. In addition, my comparison between the UK and Malawi introduces a 

practical example of the accountability double standards applied by donors. My focus in this MA 

is on political accountability – that is, accountability within a democratic government and of public 

officials, and so I examine the formal structures within democratic government, rather than on 

“social accountability” (the use of citizens and/or civil society organisations who participate in 

accountability mechanisms24). 

                                                 
24 John Gaventa and Rosemary McGee, “The Impact of Transparency and Accountability Initiatives.” Development 

Policy Review 31(S1) (2013).  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In an era, when impunity for corruption seems to dominate international news headlines, the 

response of the Malawian government to the corruption revelations seemed both decisive and 

legitimate. At the same time, given the mismanagement of funds from within governmental 

systems, it is easy to recognise that British voters would have appreciated DFID’s swift decision 

to suspend British aid to Malawi. DFID is particularly proud of its anti-corruption record: in the 

2017 Economic Development Strategy DFID explicitly states that “[t]he UK Government will 

continue to be at the forefront of the global response to corruption”,25 and the then-Home Secretary 

Amber Rudd stated in her foreword to the UK’s Anti-Corruption Strategy that “[s]ince 2010 the 

UK has arguably done more than any country in the world to fight corruption”.26 Given this self-

appointed position as a global leader, DFID’s objective influence in global development and the 

presence of both wide-scale corruption and significant criminal sanctions, the DFID response to 

Cashgate provides a valuable lens through which to analyse contemporary interpretations and 

applications of accountability for corruption in an international development context. What does 

DFID’s suspension of aid tell us about the broader international development framework’s 

understanding of good governance and its impact on the understanding and application of anti-

corruption and accountability in aid relations? Has the contemporary emphasis on good 

governance in a development context created a system of double standards in which aid-recipient 

countries are held to a higher accountability standard than their donors? If so, how might we 

understand the power, politics and materiality that enable this hypocrisy, and why has it been 

sustained?  

                                                 
25 DFID, Economic Development Strategy, 26.  
26 UK Government, United Kingdom Anti-Corruption Strategy 2017-2022, Foreword.  
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ARGUMENT AND CONTRIBUTION 

My argument is that there are two inconsistencies within the PWC development approach 

to accountability for corruption: the internal inconsistency is that the conceptualisation of 

accountability as being retroactive is incompatible with the PWC assertion that corruption itself is 

the primary explanation for a failure to develop; and the external inconsistency is that there is a 

double standard of accountability applied by donors in that there is no allowance for the retroactive 

element of accountability when corruption occurs in aid-recipient countries but accountability is 

seen as retroactive when it occurs in the donor countries. I argue that these inconsistencies are the 

result of the PWC’s insistence that an effective government is the primary vehicle for economic 

growth (and therefore development) because this places corruption in the centre of the explanation 

for why countries continue to fail to develop. However, the PWC narrative also contributes to 

sustaining and reinforcing these inconsistencies because, by arguing that corruption is the reason 

for poor economic growth, misconduct in countries with strong economic growth are not seen to 

be corrupt. As such, donor countries are able to apply their double standards of accountability for 

corruption because they can imply that, although the conduct is the same as in recipient countries, 

the misconduct in the donor countries does not constitute corruption. The exercise of these 

inconsistencies is enabled by the material power DFID has to withhold aid that is inherent within 

the donor-recipient relationship and its structural power in framing the conceptualisation of 

accountability.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

My approach in this thesis involves an analysis of the publicly available DFID documents setting 

out their approach to development and their aid relationship with Malawi. I focus on the documents 



 10 

from the late 1990s to the present as these represent the DFID position within the timeframe of the 

PWC. However, as Fisher identified there is very little record-keeping of DFID’s aid relationships  

– there are no formal records before 2005 – and he encountered a lack of institutional memory 

within DFID itself.27 As such, my analysis of the DFID documents is based on what is publicly 

available on the British government website and national archive database. I supplemented this 

data with records of parliamentary debates on development assistance in the UK House of 

Commons and House of Lords from the Hansard Parliamentary Transcripts. Seen against the 

backdrop of the literature on neoliberal-led development and the conceptualisation of 

accountability this allows me to apply a discourse analysis in examining the language used in these 

documents and to observe whether the DFID understanding of accountability for corruption aligns 

with both the dominant PWC approach and the broader conceptualisation of the nature of 

accountability.  

 I then undertake an analysis of the reaction of DFID to Cashgate and compare the way in 

which accountability was applied in this situation to the way it was conceptualised in the 

documents and in its application in the UK parliamentary expenses scandal. The analysis of the 

aid documents and verbalised opinions of UK politicians allowed me to set out the formal and 

theoretical understanding of good governance, accountability and anti-corruption within the UK 

political and institutional structures, which allowed for a thorough examination of how this 

compares to the reality of their application in the international aid and domestic political contexts.  

 This thesis does not examine the experience of the Cashgate corruption in Malawi as my 

focus has been on the responses from outside (specifically donors and the international 

development community) to the fact of corruption. Accordingly, I have not undertaken an analysis 

                                                 
27 Fisher, “Does it Work?”, 17.  
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of how Malawian government officials and citizens responded to the Cashgate revelations or of 

how the corruption impacted on the quality of citizens’ access to services (or indeed how other 

Global South countries responded to this incident). This is because my research questions are 

centred around the interpretation and construction of corruption as a symptom of bad governance 

from the international development community rather than the qualitative experience of corruption 

within an individual country, and because my analysis depends on simply the existence of 

corruption allegations in an aid-recipient country rather than any interrogation of the nature of that 

corruption or the impacts on the recipient country.  

 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

In Chapter One, I undertake a literature review of the existing scholarly and grey literature debates 

on neoliberal development, accountability and anti-corruption. I examine the literature on the 

neoliberal approach to development and on broader conceptualisations of accountability and 

highlight the lack of overlap between the two. I focus on the literature that sets out the dominant 

approach to neoliberal development and the role good governance, economic growth and 

corruption play within the narrative of development, and then survey the critiques to that approach. 

In my analysis of the literature on the theory of accountability in general and accountability for 

corruption in the development context I highlight the critical literature that has identified certain 

internal contradictions of the application of accountability within the good governance framework. 

I demonstrate how, by combining the development-focused literature with the broader 

accountability scholarship I am able to introduce examples of additional inconsistencies that are 

not discussed in the existing literature.  

I follow this with a brief theoretical framework in Chapter Two in which I set out the theory 

that has informed my analysis in this thesis.   
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Chapter Three narrows the focus to accountability as a function of good governance and 

traces the historical development of accountability and governance as democratic and 

developmental concepts. Here, I locate the pervasiveness of accountability within the context of 

the broader focus on good governance and efficacy and examine the distinctly neoliberal flavour 

this has imparted to the interpretation of accountability in a development setting. Throughout my 

historical analysis I focus on how the role of corruption as an indicator of poor governance is an 

important component of the PWC, and I examine how this has been used to maintain the position 

that poor economic growth can be explained solely with reference to the nature of governance in 

a specific country. I also identify the central principles of accountability that have emerged and 

examine its relational nature and the way in which accountability has proactive and retroactive 

characteristics. 

In Chapter Four I apply the theory set out in Chapter Three to the case study of the aid 

relationship between the UK and Malawi. In so doing, I draw specifically on two examples of 

official financial misconduct in Cashgate and the parliamentary expenses scandal. I examine the 

nature of how accountability is understood in the aid documents and assess the extent to which the 

DFID literature demonstrates the alignment of their aid policies with the broader neoliberal aid 

and development framework. Next, I compare the theoretical understanding of accountability to 

DFID’s response to Cashgate and determine whether the response was consistent with their stated 

theoretical conceptualisation of accountability and anti-corruption. The UK parliamentary 

expenses scandal is used as a counterpoint to illustrate my argument that the notion of 

accountability plays out differently in international and domestic contexts. From a comparison of 

the two scandals, I conclude that neither the UK nor Malawian systems were able to prevent the 

occurrence of financial misconduct on the part of elected representatives. Given the implication in 
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the rhetoric of good governance that donor countries are examples of the desired good governance 

this demonstrates the impossible standards of governance and accountability the PWC and donors 

impose on recipient countries.  
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CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW  

INTRODUCTION 

DFID’s suspension of aid to Malawi in 2013 was grounded in the aid agency’s belief that 

providing aid to a corrupt government was an ineffective way to foster good governance, economic 

growth and ultimately poverty alleviation. For DFID, the presence of corruption was the only 

justification it needed to withdraw its financial support, and it could rely on a mass of reports, 

speeches, statements and conventions drafted by the UN, international development agencies, 

practitioners and scholars to illustrate the positive association between good governance, economic 

growth and poverty alleviation, and the negative association between corruption and economic 

growth. However, alongside that dominant position is a growing body of critical literature that 

argues that it is, in fact, not clear that there is a positive causal relationship between good 

governance and economic growth nor that there is a clear negative link between the presence of 

corruption and low economic growth.  

In this chapter, I place the question of accountability for corruption – the central issue 

which informed DFID’s decision – within the broader literature examining the relationship 

between good governance, economic growth and the potential for poverty alleviation. This MA 

thesis provides an analysis of accountability within a development context and, by comparing two 

apparently vastly different incidents of governmental financial mismanagement in the UK and 

Malawi, introduces into the literature a new example of a double standard applied between donor 

and recipient countries.  

I have structured this chapter by dividing the literature into two broad categories: that 

looking at the neoliberal approach to development; and that looking at accountability. This allows 

me to highlight the lack of overlap between the two and to demonstrate the way in which my 

approach in this research project provides a unique contribution by bringing together the 



  15 

theoretical conceptualisation of accountability and the analyses of good governance and 

accountability within the development context.  I first set out the dominant approach to neoliberal 

development, and then examine the critiques to this approach which challenge the assumed link 

between good governance, economic growth and corruption and the hegemonic power of this 

dominant position; question the efficacy of the dominant development strategies; and point out the 

impossible standards the development concept of good governance creates for developing 

countries. I then look at the literature on the theory of accountability in general and accountability 

for corruption in the development context and the critical literature that highlights the inherent 

inconsistencies in the development approach to accountability.  

 

NEOLIBERAL DEVELOPMENT 

THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN GOOD GOVERNANCE, ECONOMIC GROWTH AND 

CORRUPTION 

As I outlined in the Introduction, it has become accepted wisdom within the international 

development community since the World Development Report in 1997 that economic growth 

depends on good governance, and that corruption is a consequence of poor governance and 

therefore hinders economic growth. In 1999, a World Bank policy paper Governance Matters 

concluded that a study of 150 countries demonstrated that there was “new empirical evidence of a 

strong positive causal relationship from better governance to better development outcomes”,28 and 

that “governance matters a great deal for economic outcomes.”29  The authors, Kaufmann, Kraay 

and Zoido-Lobatón, set out six governance indicators against which they conducted the research: 

voice and accountability; political instability and violence; government effectiveness; regulatory 

                                                 
28 Daniel Kaufmann, Aart Kraay and Pablo Zoido-Lobatón, “Governance Matters.” World Bank Policy Research 

Working Paper 2196. (1999), 18.  
29 Ibid, 2.  
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burden; rule of law; and graft.30 These indicators became the Worldwide Governance Indicators 

(sometimes referred to as the KK or KKZ indicators, after the authors), and the World Bank 

produces annual reports on over 200 countries’ performance under these indicators.31 The KKZ 

indicators have created the foundations for the general assertion from international financial 

institutions, development agencies and practitioners that good governance leads to economic 

growth.32  

The association between development and corruption can be seen by the World Bank’s 

statement in 2000 that “[r]ecognising that corruption is one of the most serious obstacles to 

development, the World Bank has made combatting corruption a central institutional priority”.33 

The extent to which this has become accepted as truth is evident in the introduction to a project to 

tackle “Ethics and Corruption in Education” in which UNESCO stated that “[s]everal studies over 

the past decade have clearly emphasized the negative impact of corruption on the economic, social 

and political development of countries”.34 One of the most influential articles linking corruption 

to low economic growth was Mauro’s Corruption and Growth in 1995 in which he concludes that 

“corruption lowers private investment, thereby reducing economic growth … [and the] negative 

association between corruption and investment, as well as growth, is significant, both in a 

statistical and in an economic sense”.35 This was supported by Gupta et al who found that 

                                                 
30 Ibid.  
31 World Bank, Worldwide Governance Indicators, accessed 30 April 2019. 
32 DFID, Making Governance Work for the Poor: A White Paper on International Development, 2006 and Julius 

Court and Verona Fritz. Measuring Governance: What Guidance for Aid Policy? Overseas Development Institute, 

2007.  
33 World Bank, Anticorruption in Transition: A Contribution to the Policy Debate. World Bank: New York, 2000, 

xiv. 
34 Ritva Reinikka and Nathan Smith, Public Expenditure Tracking Surveys in Education. UNESCO International 

Institute for Educational Planning, 2004, 7.  
35 Paulo Mauro, “Corruption and Growth.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics vol. 110, no. 3 (1995): 681-712. 
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“[c]orruption increases income inequality and poverty through lower economic growth”.36 A 

decade later, writing for the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Mauro states unequivocally that 

“empirical studies have shown that there is a close association between corruption and slow 

growth, as well as between corruption and political instability; and that countries’ relative degree 

of corruption is highly persistent over the years”.37  

The focus on corruption as a scourge led to an increase in anti-corruption efforts – what 

Brown and Cloke refer to as an “anti-corruption crusade”.38 The structure of anti-corruption 

strategies has been largely guided by Klitgaard’s model of corruption, which states that “corruption 

= monopoly + discretion – accountability”.39 The anti-corruption strategies therefore target ways 

to minimise “monopoly” and “discretion” among public officials and increase their accountability. 

This view is also influenced by the liberal tenet that “individuals are calculating, rational, and 

maximising”,40 and the neoliberal flavour of these anti-corruption strategies is further identified 

by Fitzsimmons who characterises development institutions’ anti-corruption campaigns as 

including “an emphasis on competitive, but simply regulated private sectors and decentralised 

decision making”, transparency and an independent judiciary.41 

 

CRITICISMS OF THIS ACCEPTED ASSOCIATION 

                                                 
36 Sanjeev Gupta, Hamid Davoodi and Rosa Alonso-Terme, “Does Corruption Affect Income Inequality and 

Poverty?” IMF Working Paper WP/98/76 (1998), 4.  
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(2004), 15-16. 
38 Ed Brown and Jonathan Cloke, “Neoliberal Reform, Governance and Corruption in the South: Assessing the 

International Anti-Corruption Crusade.” Antipode vol. 36 no. 2 (2004). 
39 Quoted in Vincent G. Fitzsimmons, “Economic Models of Corruption.” In Corruption and Development: The 

Anti-Corruption Campaigns edited by Sarah Braking, Palgrave MacMillan: Basingstoke, 2007, 61.  
40 Ibid, 58.  
41 Ibid, 47. 
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Despite the institutional acceptance of the approach which links governance, corruption, 

development and growth, there is an opposing position which challenges the pillars on which that 

association is made. Acemoglu, in a 2008 World Bank report, notes that “we must be modest and 

admit that we are still at the beginning of the process of understanding how exactly specific aspects 

of [governance] institutions influence economic outcomes”.42 More powerfully, Kurtz and 

Schrank comment that because the relationship has become so accepted there has been very little 

empirical study on the “relationship between the quality of administration and the level or rate of 

economic development”.43 They conclude that the “data and conclusions found on the World Bank 

site – at least with respect to government effectiveness – are at best partial and at worst 

misleading”.44 Quibera states that there is a dearth of empirical evidence to justify the oft-stated 

claim that good governance causes economic growth,45 and criticises the reliance on quantitative 

rather than qualitative factors in governance studies.46 Uberti argues that the data Mauro relied on 

disregards the examples of cases where corruption existed alongside (and perhaps facilitated) 

periods of sustained economic growth.47 In a study examining the links between governance and 

economic growth in China, Wilson found that there may actually be a reverse causality to the 

commonly-accepted association: economic growth may lead to improved governance, rather than 

the other way around.48 And, having undertaken an empirical analysis of ninety-eight developing 
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44 Ibid, 551.  
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countries’ governance indicators Kwon and Kim concluded that in respect of the least developed 

countries, “significant statistical evidence could not be found to confirm that good governance 

does indeed reduce poverty.” 49 

Another strong argument in the literature is that the mechanisms adopted for measuring 

governance and corruption are fundamentally flawed. Arndt and Oman note that the rise in using 

indicators to measure governance is due to the “maxim that you can only manage what you can 

measure” and so international development decision makers seek to “quantify the quality of 

governance in developing and emerging-market economies”.50 However, they argue that these 

indicators “lack transparency and comparability over time, suffer from selection bias, and are not 

well suited to help developing countries identify how effectively to improve the quality of local 

governance”.51  

Galtung (a former head of research at Transparency International (TI)) and Andersson and 

Heywood criticise TI’s Corruption Perception Index (CPI) on the grounds that it, inter alia, is 

based purely on potentially biased perceptions.52 Kurtz and Schrank argue that one significant 

problem with the focus on perception in governance indicators is that recent economic conditions 

of the country concerned will influence those perceptions and so they should not be seen as an 

effective tool to predict future economic performance.53 Murphy argues that TI’s ideological 

                                                 
49 Huck-Ju Kwon and Eunju Kim, “Poverty Reduction and Good Governance: Examining the Rationale of the 

Millennium Development Goals.” Development and Change vol. 45, no. 2 (2014).  
50 Christiane Arndt and Charles Oman, “Uses and Abuses of Governance Indicators” Development Centre Studies, 

OECD Publishing: Paris, 2006, 11.  
51 Ibid. See also, Doig, “Numbers, Words and KYC”; Tina Søreide, Is it Right to Rank? Limitations, Implications 

and Potential Improvements of Corruption Indices. CMI, Bergen (2005); Andrew Williams and Abu Siddique. “The 

Use (and abuse) of Governance Indicators in Economics.” Economics of Governance vol. 9, no. 2 (2008).  
52 Fredrick Galtung, “Measuring the Immeasurable: Boundaries and Functions of (Macro) Corruption Indices.” In 

Measuring Corruption, edited by Fredrick Galtung. Ashgate: UK, 2; Staffan Andersson and Paul M. Heywood. 

“The Politics of Perception: Use and Abuse of Transparency International’s Approach to Measuring Corruption.” 

Political Studies vol. 57, no. 4 (2009).  
53 Kurtz and Schrank, “Growth and Governance”, 539.  



 20 

leanings make it unable to “challenge the inherent tendency of capitalism to generate corruption”.54 

Ivanov highlights that the problem with the reliance on indicators like the CPI is that it focuses on 

economics, “marginalising the policy relevance of qualitative approaches that treat corruption in 

its specific local context”.55 Andersson and Heywood also argue that an over-reliance on the CPI 

can create a “corruption trap” in which a country which is ranked poorly on the CPI fails to get 

development assistance which would improve its anti-corruption abilities and so improve its CPI 

ranking.56 However, it must be noted that one of the more recent studies into the reliability of 

perception-based indicators in a European context, by Charron, does conclude that “concerns 

regarding the validity and bias of perceptions have perhaps been overstated.”57 

One common criticism of the anti-corruption campaign focuses on the definition of 

corruption that is used – that corruption is the abuse of public power for private gain. Brown and 

Cloke argue that this definition focuses on the attainment of private, monetary advantage rather 

than acknowledging that there can be political and ideological motivations to corrupt activities, 

and that it implies that all corruption occurs in the public, rather than the private, sector.58 Torsello 

and Venard call for greater engagement with an anthropological study of corruption, noting that 

anthropology would deliberately not provide a universal definition.59 Bracking adopts a 
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sociological definition of corruption on the grounds that the dominant definition places too much 

emphasis on the perceived self-interested, financial motivations of corrupt public officials, 

holding, instead, that the definition should understand behaviour as “socially located and 

purposive, rather than a problem of ‘natural’ human nature”.60 

For many authors the weakness of a simple definition is that it cannot accommodate 

complex and unique situations. Andersson and Heywood believe that the attempt to have a single, 

overarching definition “serves little analytic purpose since it cannot possibly capture such 

variations in kind”.61 Building on their criticism that the definition focuses on the private sector, 

Brown and Cloke also argue that the binary distinction between the public and the private is a 

specifically Western, liberal democratic one and so is not applicable in all circumstances.62 Philp 

also calls on corruption scholars to recognise that because the structure of political order differs, 

the concept of corruption should be flexible enough to adapt to such differences.63 Although 

Andersson and Heywood do not call for a complete overhaul of the definition they do emphasise 

the need for the space to distinguish between different types of corruption within that definition so 

as to avoid the trap of assuming that “all corruption is driven by the same kinds of incentive 

structure and these basically reflect self-interest”.64  

 

CRITICISMS OF THE HEGEMONIC POWER OF NEOLIBERAL DEVELOPMENT 
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In her 2014 analysis of the literature on the debate over whether aid is an effective method 

through which to achieve development, Engel concluded that none of the commentators in the 

debate advocated solutions which could accurately be considered “left radical” scholarship. What 

this meant is that all the commentary on the role of aid in the past and in the future centred around 

firmly economically conservative models and provided no real alternatives. However, there has 

been rich scholarship which discusses how the neoliberal approach to development has gained 

such hegemony. These authors highlight the danger that the hegemonic power of neoliberalism 

has by hindering our ability to critique the system as a whole and to create new alternatives.   

The most evocative portrayal of this is Fine’s description of neoliberalism as a form of 

“economic imperialism” and characterisation of it as “zombieconomics”.65 Fine explains that 

neoliberal economics has an insatiable “appetite for the flesh of other disciplines that it both infects 

and converts to its own nature” but is also “intellectually dead”66 as it has nothing new to contribute 

to an understanding of the economic, political and social world.  Cammack’s discussion of how 

the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) development project has become 

subsumed under the World Bank’s is an illustration of the effect of this hegemony, and he states 

that recent Human Development Reports from the UNDP “signal an end of the project of 

identifying and promoting a form of human development not entirely shaped by the logic of global 

capitalism”.67 Soederberg also gives the example of the Monterrey Consensus in 2002 as adopting 

the “commonsense assumption that the adoption of neoliberal reforms is an inevitable and logical 

strategy for development countries in order to attract sorely needed foreign investment”.68 Li calls 
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on development scholars and practitioners to interrogate this hegemony and to reject the dominant 

“teleological narrative of unfolding progress and the promise that all destruction will be creative 

in the end”.69  

Harrison utilises this argument on hegemony to explain why African governments have 

adopted and applied neoliberal principles (and voters keep electing neoliberal governments) even 

when it is clear that neoliberalism has simply not succeeded in promoting development in Africa.70 

His answer is, first, that African governments were subjected to aggressive structural adjustment 

policies imposed by the World Bank and other donors and that, after the Cold War, these Western-

sponsored neoliberal policies were seen as the only option for external financial and political 

support.71 However, Harrison also explains how neoliberalism’s programme of social engineering 

– which he defines as a “project to envision, compel, encourage and socialise African states into a 

trajectory of marketisation”72 – has also conditioned the continuation of neoliberal development 

on the continent. It is partly for this reason that he describes neoliberalism as the most recent 

iteration of imperialism.73 He applies a Foucauldian analysis of discipline and notes that 

neoliberalism should be understood as a “discursive and normalising power which shapes 

conformity to a market model” and which creates the normative understandings of a state and 

development.74 

Li discusses the depth to which neoliberal development permeates through all elements of 

society in the Global South. She refers to Foucault’s understanding of government as “setting 

conditions to direct conduct along approve pathways”, and argues that neoliberalism has led to an 
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attempt by international development agencies to not only fix the economic structures in the Global 

South but also to “get the social relations right”.75 Here, the focus for neoliberal development 

programmes was on moulding civil society to act as a third societal structure along with the state 

and the market and to shape the relationships between these three structures.76 For Li, the 

importance of this strategy was that it enabled development agencies to address social issues while 

not opening up the potential for challenging the existing unequal power relations.77  

What Li calls “rendering society technical” by reducing all social relations to a problem 

which can be solved in a systematic manner,78 Harrison describes as the donors’ “ring-fencing” or 

moving matters away from deliberation with the use of a technical policy discourse in which 

decisions are “expressed in an economistic and ‘scientific’ language which appears to be value-

neutral”.79 The effect of this has been to remove neoliberal development from easy contestation 

and “considerations of social structure, conflict of interest and political struggle are defined out of 

the frame of development politics”.80 

The existing scholarship on the effect of neoliberal hegemony has not directly examined 

the impact of that hegemony in the context of accountability. In this MA thesis, I undertake that 

analysis and demonstrate that a failure to interrogate the understanding and application of 

accountability enables DFID to apply different standards of accountability in donor and recipient 

countries. In addition, by highlighting the similarities between the UK and Malawi’s financial 

scandals I build on the literature that questions the legitimacy of corruption indicators and illustrate 
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how, by placing corruption so centrally within the dominant development argument, development 

agencies have created a self-fulfilling prophesy in which aid-recipient countries (and so countries 

with poor economic growth) are presumed to be corrupt whereas countries with high economic 

growth are presumed to be incorrupt. This has created a distorted view that corruption happens 

only in the Global South and inhibits the classification of conduct of financial misappropriation in 

the Global North as corruption. 

 

QUESTIONING THE EFFICACY OF DEVELOPMENT AND ANTI-CORRUPTION 

STRATEGIES 

Two prominent former World Bank economists –Easterly and Moyo – have written 

stinging critiques about the efficacy of aid as a development strategy and argue that aid is failing 

to create, strengthen and maintain the market economies that will facilitate economic growth and 

poverty alleviation.81 In his introduction to the 2008 book, Reinventing Foreign Aid, Easterly 

frames his argument as a response to the UNDP’s claim that “[i]nternational aid is one of the most 

effective weapons in the war against poverty’,”82 and DFID’s statement that “[a]id works. Aid 

helps reduce poverty by increasing economic growth, improving governance and increasing access 

to public services”.83 Easterly argues that there is no decisive evidence that aid actually does work, 

and questions why the aid policies are pursued so grandly when there is no awareness of the 

likelihood of their success.84 Moyo agrees and states that “[e]ven when aid has not been stolen, it 

has been unproductive”.85 

                                                 
81 Another author who argues that the aid structure is ineffective is Claudia R. Williamson, “Exploring the Failure of 

Foreign Aid: The Role of Incentives and Information.” Review of Austrian Economics vol. 23, no. 1 (2010).   
82 Quoted in William Easterly, “Introduction: Can’t Take it Anymore.” In Reinventing Foreign Aid, edited by 

William Easterly. Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England: The MIT Press, 2008, 1. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid, 18. 
85 Dambisa Moyo, Dead Aid. New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2009, 27-28. 



 26 

A number of authors have also questioned whether the anti-corruption efforts that have 

been encouraged by the development institutions are actually effective in combatting corruption. 

Heinrich and Brown note that “there is little evidence on the interactions and interdependencies 

between different anticorruption interventions,”86 and Joshi comments that “there is little evidence 

to make emphatic claims about the conditions under which [transparency and accountability 

initiatives] will lead to effectiveness and impact”.87 In a study focusing on Russia and Ukraine, 

Zaloznaya, Reisinger and Claypool found that civil society involvement – an anticorruption 

mechanism favoured by international development institutions – can actually impede efforts to 

eradicate corruption.88 Although looking specifically at resource-rich countries, Kolstad and Wiig 

found that “transparency has an effect on corruption only under certain circumstances” because 

the efficacy of transparency initiatives is dependent on numerous other factors such as the levels 

of the electorate’s education and the power dynamics between public officials and accountability 

stakeholders.89 

Even more serious than the criticism that anti-corruption efforts are ineffective are the 

studies that demonstrate the harm that such efforts cause. Coulloudon discusses the use of “anti-

corruption campaigns as a means to denounce political rivals and therefore acquire power”,90 and 

Naim commented that “the war on corruption is undermining democracy, helping the wrong 

                                                 
86 Finn Heinrich and A.J. Brown, “Measuring Accountability Performance and its Relevance for Anti-corruption: 

Introducing a New Integrity System-based Measure.” Crime, Law and Social Change vol. 68, no. 3 (2017), 360. 
87 Anuradha Joshi, “Do they Work? Assessing the Impact of Transparency and Accountability in Service Delivery.” 

Development Policy Review vol. 31 (S1) (2013), s30.  
88 Marina Zaloznaya , William M. Reisinger and Vicki Hesli Claypool,“When Civil Engagement is Part of the 

Problem: Flawed Anti-corruptionism in Russia and Ukraine.” Communist and Post-Communist Studies vol. 51, no. 3 

(2018), 246.  
89 Ivar Kolstad and Arne Wiig, “Is transparency the Key to Reducing Corruption in Resource-Rich Countries?” 

World Development vol. 37, no. 3 (2009), 529.  
90 V. Coulloudon, “Russia’s Distorted Anti-corruption Campaigns’. In Political Corruption in Transition: A 

Sceptic’s Handbook edited by Andrei S. Markovits and Mark Silverstein. New York: Holmes & Meir, 2002: 203. 

Quoted in Ivanov, “The Limits of a Global Campaign Against Corruption”.  



  27 

leaders get elected, and distracting societies from facing urgent problems”.91 In the Malawian 

context, Hall-Matthews discusses how President Bingu Mutharika advocated strong anti-

corruption measures soon after his election in 2004, noting that Mutharika’s “language during the 

anti-corruption campaign closely echoes normative donor discourse on corruption”92 and that 

“Mutharika can thus lay claim to be pro-development by the fact of making [corruption] arrests 

per se, no matter how selectively or ineffectively”.93 Fogel highlights how anti-corruption is used 

in many political settings as a weapon against political rivals – particularly against leftist social 

democratic politicians.94 Writing from within the development world, Kolstad, Fritz and O’Neil, 

in an analysis for Irish Aid on whether donors have the correct approach to anti-corruption in 

developing countries, challenge the premise that a democratisation process and a push for good 

governance erodes corruption. In fact, Kolstad et al demonstrate that a democratic process can 

provide new avenues for corruption and argue that donors should be aware that encouraging 

democratic reform can increase corruption.95 

Another strand of this criticism is that foreign aid – ostensibly meant to support good 

governance and therefore limit corruption – actually increases corruption. Moyo’s 2009 book Dead 

Aid makes the dramatic statement that “[t]he problem is that aid is not benign – it’s malignant. No 

longer part of the potential solution, it’s part of the problem – in fact aid is the problem.”96 Moyo 
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notes that “[t]he point about corruption is not that it exists: the point is that aid is one of its greatest 

aides”.97 She agrees that corruption is the fundamental hindrance to economic growth, but states 

that aid feeds corruption because the aid money is fungible: the money comes directly into the 

government budget and can be easily redirected to non-development or stolen by corrupt 

government officials. This then creates a vicious cycle of dependency on aid by those corrupt 

officials and a complete lack of economic growth.  

 

IMPOSSIBLE STANDARDS CREATED BY THE GOOD GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK 

There are a number of authors who have highlighted the extremely high standards that the 

good governance rhetoric sets for developing countries. Andersson and Heywood note that the 

“so-called best practices which underpin [the good governance] approach are in reality 

unattainable (certainly, no Western political system would fully conform)”.98 Grindle expresses 

concern that the scope of good governance reforms, when seen as necessary to alleviate poverty, 

“can overwhelm the commitment of even the most energetic reformers” and she proposes that 

good governance rather be seen as “good enough governance”.99 Faust, a researcher from the 

German Development Institute, highlights how impossible it is for recipient governments to 

achieve ownership of development policies as even in developed democracies it is difficult for 

governments to have true ownership over policy content.100 
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Although the existing literature discusses the existence of these impossible standards, my 

research introduces a direct comparison between the application of accountability (a central 

component of good governance) in an aid recipient and donor country. This serves to illustrate, in 

a practical way, how the good governance rhetoric creates unnaturally high standards for 

governance in recipient countries that donor countries themselves do not meet.  

  

ACCOUNTABILITY  

THE ACCEPTED CONCEPTUALISATION OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

The most significant contribution to an understanding of public accountability is the 2014 

Oxford Handbook on Public Accountability edited by Bovens, Goodin and Schillemans. In their 

introduction the editors describe the book as providing “for the first time, a comprehensive 

overview of the current scholarship on the topic”.101 This is because, as they identify, the rise in 

prominence of accountability in the public discourse has led to a proliferation of academic 

scholarship on the topic, but that because accountability is a concept that touches on such a variety 

of disciplines the academic project has been rather fragmented. The Handbook is their attempt to 

bring together the research conducted in the disciplines of political science, public administration, 

international relations, social psychology, constitutional law and business administration.  

One of the most prominent accountability scholars not featured in the Handbook is 

Moncrieffe. What makes Moncrieffe’s analysis distinct from other scholars’ is that she utilises a 

social analysis, which is informed by her position as a political sociologist. In the introduction to 

her book Relational Accountability she notes that “commonly accepted notions of accountability 

have lagged far behind the evidence on the ground, which proves that accountability is much more 

                                                 
101 Mark Bovens, Thomas Schillemans and Robert. E. Goodin. “Public Accountability.” In The Oxford Handbook of 

Public Accountability, edited by Mark Bovens, Robert E. Goodin and Thomas Schillemans. Oxford, United 

Kingdom; New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2014, 2. 



 30 

than a technical, managerial or procedural concept; rather it is deeply social and political”.102 She 

also differs from other authors in emphasising that, as accountability is a fundamental component 

of democracy, and that as one of the main objectives of democracy is to achieve social and 

democratic justice we need to assess accountability against the standard of whether it is 

contributing to an attainment of justice. Moncrieffe’s analysis is local; she examines the 

relationships of accountability within domestic settings and focuses on the power dynamics within 

societies to ascertain the quality of the accountability structures. However, this means that her 

unique approach to accountability has not been extended to examining aid relationships, and, given 

her focus on power dynamics and inequalities within accountability relationships, I believe 

utilising her analysis in an assessment of the aid relationship gives us the potential to radically 

reorient our approach to critiquing the way in which accountability is applied in aid situations. 

In all the chapters of the Handbook the contributors provide a definition of accountability 

and Moncrieffe also works from an accepted definition of the concept. This definition holds that 

accountability is relational (that it requires two agents within a relationship) and that it must 

include retroactive mechanisms. There are two, donor-focused research reports which have also 

thoroughly examined the nature of accountability. The first, titled “Evaluation of Citizens’ Voice 

and Accountability: Review of the Literature and Donor Approaches Report” was written in 2007 

by O’Neil, Foresti and Hudson for a joint project on voice and accountability initiated by a group 

of European governments’ donor agencies. The second, “Accountability: the core concept and its 

subtypes”, is a 2009 working paper for the Africa Power and Politics Programme at the Overseas 

Development Institute compiled by Lindberg. In defining accountability and examining its core 

components for this thesis I have drawn heavily on the characterisation given by Moncrieffe, 
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Lindberg and O’Neil et al. Although these works are all at least a decade old the fact that the 

formulation of accountability identified by these authors appears in almost all the papers written 

for the Handbook and in other works I consulted during my research illustrates that there has been 

little change in how accountability is seen and understood as a theoretical concept.  

The Oxford Handbook is a vital contribution to the literature on accountability studies, but 

although Goodhart’s chapter on Accountable International Relations provides a detailed analysis 

of the accountability between states in an interconnected world, there is no contribution within the 

Handbook of how accountability operates in an aid and development context. The important 

feature of accountability within the aid relationship is that it has a unique combination of domestic 

political accountability (both within the donor country and the recipient country) and international 

accountability, and Mkandawire attributes the difficulties inherent in accountability within an aid 

relationship to the fact that it involves two political constituencies in the donor and recipient 

countries.103 Both Mkandawire and Moncrieffe examine how the multi-faceted nature of this 

accountability structure threatens the integrity of internal, domestic accountability mechanisms. 

However, although these authors look at the different obligations on aid-recipient governments, 

there is a lack of analysis of how accountability is applied differently in different countries and 

contexts. In this MA thesis, I demonstrate that the UK has different standards for what constitutes 

an accountable state depending on the location and applies higher standards for its aid recipient 

partners.  

 

ACCOUNTABILITY FOR CORRUPTION WITHIN THE NEOLIBERAL GOOD GOVERNANCE 

FRAMEWORK 
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The increased emphasis on state effectiveness by development institutions led to the focus 

on accountability within good governance frameworks because it is accountability that identifies 

conduct that obstructs good governance. In his chapter in the Oxford Handbook on Public 

Accountability Dubnick describes accountability as a “cultural phenomenon”,104 and remarks that 

the concept is “dominating, altering, and consuming our traditional notions of governance”.105 For 

Dubnick, the purpose of his chapter (and arguably the Handbook as a whole) is to understand how 

the concept of accountability has come to play such a large role and particularly how we should 

understand it within governance and politics. In addition to Dubnick’s analysis of the growth of 

the word over time, there are a number of other authors who have examined the factors that have 

given rise to the increased prominence of the concept and the surrounding political landscape. The 

most comprehensive examination of the development of the word is by Bevir, who locates his 

analysis of accountability within a study of contemporary governance and examines how the 

notion of accountability has become inextricably linked with the neoliberal emphasis on efficiency, 

outcomes and financial regularity.106 Bevir’s account, however, does not apply this in much detail 

to the question of how this shift has impacted the aid and development landscape.  

The World Bank literature is rich in discussions which seek to provide content to the 

understanding of good governance and accountability from within the neoliberal framework. In 

particular, the editor of the 2007 book, Performance Accountability and Combating Corruption, 

Shah, makes it clear that the authors see a clear link between poor governance, inefficiency, 

corruption and accountability. He notes that the “dysfunctionality of public sector governance is 
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considered to be the root cause of corruption, inefficiency, and waste in developing countries” 

which is caused by the inability of citizens to hold their governments accountable.107 In Shah’s 

own chapter he describes corruption as a “symptom of failed governance”, and, with reference to 

studies which found that corruption led to slow growth, limited capital accumulation, ineffective 

use of development aid and increasing income inequality,108 explicitly linked corruption and poor 

economic growth. Shah refers to an economic model that assumes a correlation between corruption 

and governance: the higher the corruption in a society, the weaker the governance. He argues that 

this means that anti-corruption strategies need to be directed at the root causes, and that as poor 

governance is the underlying cause of corruption, reforms should focus on improving governance 

in countries with high corruption.109 

In addition to the literature from the World Bank, other scholars in support of the PWC 

have analysed the structures of the development system. The most in-depth analyses of 

accountability in this context have been undertaken by authors, such as McGee, Wild and 

Domingo, and Tavokoli and Smith, who were working closely with the aid agencies themselves. 

As a result, these analyses are predominantly both descriptive and proscriptive as they seek to 

provide guidance to those agencies on how best to implement the prevailing policy of aid 

effectiveness and good governance. The aid literature proceeds on the basis that aid – and effective 

aid specifically – is the only option for development, and so it either does not question the turn 

that accountability has taken or cannot provide a solution from within that neoliberal framework.  

What these analyses of accountability lack is a critical assessment to challenge the 

assumption that the theoretical understanding of accountability is followed in a practical 
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application: in this MA thesis I demonstrate that despite the commitment to the accepted 

theoretical understanding of accountability DFID does not apply that understanding in its aid-

recipient relationships.  

 

PROBLEMS IN THE APPLICATION OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

One trend in the critical literature identifies the internal contradictions within the 

development framework and the distorted notions of accountability this system creates. One focus 

has been on examining the inconsistencies within the Paris Declaration’s principles of aid 

effectiveness, country ownership and mutual accountability. Wild and Domingo, at the Overseas 

Development Institute, prepared a report on Accountability and Aid in the Health Sector in 2010 

that stresses that domestic accountability mechanisms are inherently political and it is therefore 

impossible for donors to achieve neutrality when seeking to strengthen local accountability 

mechanisms as an aspect of effectiveness and good governance. Australian development 

practitioner, Dornan and Tavakoli (at the Overseas Development Institution) and Smith (at the 

World Bank) all stress that the goals of financial accountability to the donors and recipient country 

ownership of policy design and implementation may be incompatible. Nega and Schneider attempt 

to explain this inconsistency by arguing that this is why accountability has shifted from a 

democratic imperative to one which is primarily technical and financial.  

A number of authors have examined the nature of the accountability within an aid 

relationship and how the application of accountability in these contexts distorts accountability 

relationships. McGee has undertaken a number of analyses and assessments of the transparency 

and accountability initiatives for DFID and examines how the various chains of accountability 

within an aid relationship can veil the nature and effects of the aid from those to whom donor 

governments are accountable. Anders identifies that the neoliberal prioritising of financial auditing 
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has resulted in a “normativity of numbers” in aid accountability and demonstrates how the 

collection of financial data and the use of that data have become the ultimate ways in which donor 

agencies measure accountability – both through the use of numbers in the condition and in making 

the collection of data using standardized methods a condition in itself. 110  

The analyses on the technicality of accountability under neoliberalism have not been 

limited to the development context. Bevir argues that this ballooning bureaucracy constituted a 

fundamental challenge to accountability because the traditional relationships had become 

stretched. This led to what Bevir terms the “regulatory state” consisting of an increased number of 

regulatory agencies and audits to streamline the monitoring of this otherwise unwieldly state 

organisation.111  These mechanisms have the ability to monitor and assess state and non-state actors 

with the bureaucracy, and are justified as an appropriate balance between the need for efficiency 

and accountability. While Bevir argues that this regulatory state undermines the traditional 

understanding of representative democracy,112 we can also use this development to recognise a 

shift in the practice of accountability under a system of governance and neoliberalism. Other 

commentators also recognise this reliance on audits as a way to regulate modern government. 

Peters discussed the tension between the goals of accountability – to prevent an abuse of power – 

and the emphasis on efficiency, and described the challenge in modern governance systems as 

being the need to ensure that systems exist to detect and punish wrongdoing but without 

impermissibly impinging on the ability of government to operate efficiently and effectively.113 
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There has, therefore, been considerable analysis of the internal contradictions involving 

accountability in the development context. However, this literature does not examine the nature 

of accountability, and as I combine an analysis of accountability in the development context with 

the analysis of accountability more generally I am able to identify a new inconsistency: that the 

accepted understanding of accountability (that it involves retroactive mechanisms) simply cannot 

be applied in the case of accountability for corruption within the development context because the 

dominant narrative of failed development requires that corruption itself must be seen as a failure 

of governance.   

 

CONCLUSION 

The association between good governance, economic growth and development has become 

so central to development practice that it can be difficult to mount effective challenges to this 

dominant position. However, as I have shown in this chapter, there is a significant body of 

literature that does so, and I build on the arguments put forward by these scholars to demonstrate 

that we can challenge DFID’s understanding and application of accountability for corruption in 

the context of their aid relationship with Malawi. In addition, as Harrison notes, studies of global 

neoliberalism have often glossed over the effect of globalisation and neoliberalism in Africa which 

“serves to reinforce a sense of Africa’s marginality from any sense of global convergence and/or 

progress”.114 Harrison stresses the need for greater analysis of the experience of contemporary 

neoliberalism in Africa, and so my focus on Malawi in this MA thesis adds to the examination of 

post-colonial experiences of neoliberal development in Africa.  

                                                 
114 Harrison, Neoliberal Africa 2.  



  37 

There are two elements of my analysis that allow me to introduce observations that have 

not been addressed in the existing literature. First, my combination of analyses of the development 

literature and of the broader accountability literature allows me to use the prevailing understanding 

of accountability to demonstrate that interpreting corruption itself as a failure of good governance 

is a contradiction of the principle of accountability (which is itself a fundamental component of 

good governance) as retroactive. Second, by introducing a comparison of two incidents of 

accountability for corruption in an aid-recipient country and an aid-donor country I am able to 

provide a practical illustration of the impossible standards created by the neoliberal development 

understanding of good governance that are discussed in the literature. The application of 

accountability for corruption creates a double standard in which recipient countries are held to 

higher standards than donor countries, and I demonstrate that this double standard is only possible 

if development agencies ignore the retroactive character of accountability in the development 

setting (which runs counter to their own understandings of accountability as being both continuous 

and retroactive).  

 

  



 38 

CHAPTER TWO THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The hegemonic power of the PWC neoliberal principles of development has resulted in an almost 

universal acceptance of the supposed links between poor governance and low economic growth 

and the conviction that corruption is the key to understanding why countries consistently fail to 

develop. However, this is not – and cannot – be the only explanation for continued global 

inequality. As I discussed in the previous chapter, I use the accepted understanding of 

accountability to demonstrate that the explanation provided by the PWC – that corruption itself is 

a failure of good governance – is inconsistent with the model of accountability the PWC itself 

promotes, and that because the PWC interpretation of accountability for corruption has removed 

the retroactive element of accountability it creates an impossible standard for aid-recipient 

countries (a standard which donor countries do not achieve themselves). In making these 

arguments, I approach this research project through a constructivist lens and examine the structural 

power DFID exerts within the international development landscape. This therefore allows me to 

demonstrate that the dominant understanding of accountability for corruption within this neoliberal 

development framework is the product of a specific set of historical processes and the exercise of 

power by certain international actors to mould the narrative into one which is consistent with the 

PWC explanation for a failure to develop (itself a product of historical factors). Because of the 

flaws in current approach, and because that understanding is historically contingent, I conclude by 

providing a suggestion for an alternative way to conceptualise accountability.  

In this chapter I set out the theorisation of neoliberal development that I rely on, and then 

discuss Barnett and Duvall’s theory of power and Bourdieu’s understanding of language and 

symbolic power. I then explain the radical historicist lens (following Bevir’s approach to 
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contemporary governance more broadly) and genealogy which will guide my constructivist 

analysis of the way in which the understanding of accountability has shifted in the late 20th and 

early 21st centuries. Finally, I detail Moncrieffe’s relational approach to accountability which is 

what informs my concluding thoughts on the possible alternative.  

 

NEOLIBERAL DEVELOPMENT 

In order to undertake my analysis of the role of accountability for corruption within the neoliberal 

approach to development it is necessary to establish the meaning of neoliberal development I 

utilise in this MA thesis. The fundamental argument of neoliberal-led development espoused by 

development institutions and donor and recipient governments (such as the UK and Malawi) is 

that the ultimate social good of individual freedom and eradication of social and political problems 

will be best achieved through a competitive market society in which state intervention is restricted 

only to what is necessary to ensure the stability of that market system.115 Heterodox Development 

Economists, Fine and Saad-Filho emphasise that neoliberalism is not merely a regime of 

accumulation – and so an economic theory – but also one which creates a set of rules for the 

emergence of a new society,116 and Harrison highlights that the “neo” element of neoliberalism is 

that the theory goes beyond the economic in a way that classical liberal economic theory did not.117 

Fine and Saad-Filho explain that neoliberalism has had two phases: the first, between the 1970s 

and the 1990s focused solely on the promotion of private capital while the second phase has sought 

to address the social implications of that first phase.118 This periodisation also applies to the 
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development environment as the PWC introduced a political and social element to the question of 

development in the Global South that was missing in the WC.  

Although neoliberal theory accepts that there be a degree of state intervention in the market, 

there is disagreement over the nature and extent of this intervention. Fine and Saad-Filho 

emphasise that although the theory extolls the non-intervention of the state, the practice requires 

“the power of the state to impose, drive, underwrite and manage the internationalization of 

production and finance”, and describe the neoliberal system as operating “under the perverse 

ideological veil of promoting non-interventionism”.119 Accordingly, Fine and Saad-Filho argue 

that the position of the state under neoliberalism has been transformed rather than reduced, and 

that the focus of state action is to serve the interests of private capital and finance, which differs 

from the focus of state intervention to serve the broader society that other economic theories adopt.  

It is the emphasis in neoliberal development on the role of the state as a minimally 

interventionist player in facilitating economic growth that is crucial to my analysis. As I discussed 

in Chapter One, the definition of corruption that is favoured by international development 

institutions and donors conceives of corruption occurring primarily in the public sector and the 

purpose of accountability is to hold public power to account. It is therefore only because neoliberal 

development envisions that the state works with the market to achieve economic growth that 

corruption – and accountability for corruption – has become such a central feature in the neoliberal 

development narrative.  

 

                                                 
119 Ibid, 687.  



  41 

POWER IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AID 

In their article, Power in International Politics, Barnett and Duvall set out their taxonomy of 

power, and argue that this allows scholars to recognise the different forms in which power operates 

in international politics and the way in which these forms interact. For them, power means “the 

production, in and through social relations, of effects that shape the capacities of actors to 

determine their circumstances and fate”.120 Barnett and Duvall discuss four forms of power – 

compulsory, institutional, structural and productive – and describe the nature of these forms 

through the lenses of the types of social relations through which the power is worked and the 

specificity of those social relations. The types of social relations refers to whether power operates 

through interactions (when power is simply an attribute that one actor possesses and utilises in 

their interactions with another actor) or through constitution (where social relations are antecedent 

to actors’ social positions and therefore “constitute them as social beings”).121 Barnett and Duvall 

classify compulsory and institutional power as power that works through the social interactions of 

actors, and structural and productive power as constitutive power relations. The specificity 

categorisation relates to the distance between the actors in the social relationship. Here, Barnett 

and Duvall characterise compulsory and structural power as having direct relationships, and 

institutional and productive power relations as more diffuse.122 

 Barnett and Duvall acknowledge the realist interpretation of power in international 

relations as being “how one state uses its material resources to compel another state to do 

something it does not want to do”,123 and stress that the structure of a taxonomy of power allows 

us to incorporate elements of a realist analysis alongside analyses of different conceptions of 
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power. Their approach therefore opens up the space to examine the real, material source of power 

that DFID has over Malawi – their control of the finances of the aid – while also examining the 

power DFID has in shaping the conceptualisation and application of accountability for corruption 

within their aid relationship with Malawi. 

The main characteristic of structural power is that it determines actors’ capacities, and it is 

Barnett and Duvall’s discussion about structural power that most directly applies to the analysis in 

this thesis.  As Holden explains in his application of Barnett and Duvall’s structural power to EU 

development relationships, “[c]apacity and choice is primarily a function of a state’s location in 

this system and thus the system itself ‘constitutes’ power … ideological hegemony has material 

and institutional effects, benefiting certain classes and countries”.124 What this means is that the 

structural positions allocate different capacity and different advantage to actors within a 

relationship,125 and we can see that the structure within which DFID and Malawi operate as 

development actors constitutes the status and identity of the two countries as donor and recipient, 

and therefore the power DFID asserts over Malawi.  

Productive power is also applicable to this analysis – specifically in respect of how the 

meaning of accountability has been constructed. Barnett and Duvall define productive power as 

being the “constitution of all social subjects with various social powers through systems of 

knowledge and discursive practices of broad and general social scope”, and concerns “the social 

processes and the systems of knowledge through which meaning is produced, fixed, lived, 

experienced and transformed”.126 They note that “the bases and workings of productive power are 
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the socially existing and, hence, historically contingent and changing understandings, meanings, 

norms, customs and social identities that make possible, limit and are drawn on for action.”127  

My analysis of the way in which DFID applies accountability for corruption is informed 

predominantly by an understanding that the power DFID enjoys is structural. It is as a donor – and 

specifically one of the largest and most influential donors within the global neoliberal development 

setting – that DFID has the unequal power to determine the meaning of accountability for 

corruption within its aid relationships. However, this power also has an element of productive 

power as it is because of the historically contingent content of the PWC narrative of a failure of 

economic growth that allows DFID to exclude the ex post character of accountability. This aligns 

with the constructivist, radical historicist approach I take in my analysis and allows me to recognise 

that DFID’s power is dependent on the social and political global structures, but also that these 

structures are historically contingent: the structure empowers donors to provide their own 

interpretation but it is only because of how neoliberal theory approaches development that donors 

have this specific power.  

 

BEVIR’S RADICAL HISTORICISM AND A GENEALOGY 

In his book Democratic Governance Bevir adopts a philosophy of interpretative social science in 

his discussion on governance. Bevir sees interpretative social science as more than a method 

(which would be using observation, interview and analysis to discover the reality of governance)128 

but as a belief that we can only understand contemporary practices by recognising them as 

contingent historical objects. Bevir is therefore applying a historicist lens to his analysis, but he 

distinguishes his approach from traditional developmental historicism (which would focus simply 
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on a practice’s historical development) and explains that his is a radical historicist approach.  The 

essential characteristics of this approach are that it rejects determinism129 and does not see concepts 

like “state”, “society” and “economy” as having an unchangeable essence. In addition, because of 

radical historicism’s historical foundations, it does place the contemporary reality in its historical 

context but refuses to accept that explanations can be obtained with reference to “ahistorical, causal 

mechanisms”.130 This allows Bevir to adopt a broadly historical and contextual analysis of the 

growth of governance and to ground his analysis in the belief that we must see that “[a]ctions are 

products of contingent decisions, not the determined outcomes of lawlike processes”.131 Bevir 

argues that the development of state functions and theories need not be deliberate, and that rather 

than believing that politicians and policy makers seek to follow a specific formal theory in their 

crafting of democratic structures, we should see that the direction of social and policy development 

is heavily grounded in the culture in which they develop.132 It is this aspect that allows him to 

explain why the emphasis on rationality and the drive for efficiency that are so much a part of 

contemporary neoliberal policy have influenced the development of new norms, beliefs, 

approaches and government policies and institutions.  

Bevir is a constructivist, seeing the social world as created by actors’ intentional actions, 

and that these intentions are based, at least in part, on the culture and knowledge systems of the 

society that have also been socially constructed. 133 But he adds to this analysis a “linguistic social 

constructivism” which holds “not only that we make the social world by acting on certain beliefs 

and meanings, but also that we make the beliefs and meanings on which we act”.134 This approach 
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therefore recognises that the concepts on which our social world is based are contingent on other 

aspects of that world, and so the culture and language of our society fundamentally shapes the 

creation of those concepts.135 By applying this framework to my own analysis I am able to examine 

the way in which the language and beliefs underpinning neoliberalism and the PWC have been 

created for a specific purpose, and that this language and belief system has then influenced the 

conceptualisation of accountability.  

Bevir characterises his study of governance as a genealogy, which, as he has explained 

elsewhere, should be seen as an “expression of a radical historicism”.136 A genealogy serves as a 

component through which radical historicism can adopt a critical position because, as Bevir 

identifies, it “denaturalizes beliefs, actions, and practices that others’ conceive as in some way or 

other natural” by identifying what others believe to be inevitable as being the product of 

“contingent historical contests”.137 What is specifically relevant for my analysis is Bevir’s 

recognition that genealogies allow for an examination of the conditions of possibility of the 

believes that people hold, and that “genealogists may deploy a concept of power in order to suggest 

that the present arose not as a necessary unity but rather out of struggles among diverse 

possibilities.”138  

 

BOURDIEU’S LANGUAGE AND SYMBOLIC POWER 

In addition to Bevir’s use of linguistic social constructivism, I draw on Bourdieu’s theory on 

language and symbolic power. Bourdieu emphasises the need to see language contextually 

(specifically as a product of its socio-historical context) and not as a neutral object, disconnected 
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from the external factors which have shaped it, and that seeing language as neutral is an “illusion 

of linguistic communism”.139 Bourdieu discusses the use of language in a broader context when 

he examines the use of theory in prescribing rather than describing in the social world. He 

recognises that a theory is “a programme of perception” and stresses that we can see language and 

words’ capacity to “prescribe while seeming to describe and to denounce while seeming to 

enunciate”140 particularly clearly in theories about the social world.  

I will be using Bourdieu’s theory of language and symbolic power to examine the nature 

of DFID’s use of accountability in their aid documents and as part of their broader theme of 

encouraging good governance in recipient countries. Comparing the language used (and the 

meanings ascribed to that language) with the actions taken by DFID following the exposure of the 

Cashgate corruption, I will analyse the extent to which DFID’s use of accountability is both 

prescriptive (of the relationship it seeks to create with its aid partners) and malleable. It is through 

the analysis of the language and the meaning ascribed to the terms that I demonstrate the double 

standards applied by donor countries in respect of accountability for corruption, and why the use 

of the good governance rhetoric to justify suspension of aid following corruption revelations is 

inconsistent with the theoretical meaning given to the concept of accountability.  

 

MONCRIEFFE’S RELATIONAL APPROACH TO ACCOUNTABILITY  

The main alternative possibility to the conceptualisation of accountability I introduce is based on 

the relational approach to accountability that Moncrieffe advocates. This approach seeks to assess 

the way in which accountability is experienced within society and how, in turn, society shapes 

accountability. Moncrieffe argues that a relational approach to accountability examines what is 
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ignored when the focus is placed only on the institutions of accountability: relational approaches 

look at “histories, cultures, structures and substructures, social relationships and power dynamics 

that, together, influence how institutions perform and what accountability means in practice”.141 

Like an interpretative social science approach, Moncrieffe believes that accountability is relational 

because it is contingent on the relationships within society and that those relationships are 

themselves shaped by the culture and history in which they operate.142 

The importance of the relational approach is the emphasis it places on the achievement of 

social justice as the main objective of accountability. This allows me to demonstrate how the 

PWC’s emphasis on efficacy and the facilitation of economic growth has ignored another 

fundamental objective of social, political and economic society.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of my analysis is to provide an example of how the PWC approach to accountability 

for corruption is deeply problematic and to argue that it should be challenged. By adopting a 

constructivist and radical historicist approach I am able to demonstrate that this hegemonic 

approach is the product of historically contingent factors and so should not be seen as the only way 

to address corruption. This then allows me to propose an alternative solution. However, the PWC 

approach is implemented by global actors, and so an analysis of the effects of this approach is 

incomplete without examining the power that enables the donors to act in the way that they do. 

The structural power analysis allows me to place DFID’s conduct within the global context and 

allowing for the recognition that DFID also enjoys productive power as a result of the current 

hegemony of the PWC deepens my analysis. The method I chose for this research – the analysis 
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of DFID documents and a comparison between the stated understanding of accountability for 

corruption and the application – meant that examining the use of language (and the power inherent 

in that) would allow me to conclude that the UK applies a double standard of accountability in its 

development and domestic contexts.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: A HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF 

ACCOUNTABILITY IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

INTRODUCTION  

If you pick up any government document – a Constitution, a policy brief, an aid agreement – there 

is a high probability that the concept of accountability will appear somewhere in that document. 

But this fixation with the concept is relatively new: in his contribution to the Oxford Handbook on 

Public Accountability Dubnick undertook a study of over 1 million scanned works published in 

English and noticed that, although the word had been in circulation for decades, there was a 

significant uptick in the use of the word “accountability” in the 1960s and 1970s.143 He describes 

accountability as a “cultural keyword”,144 utilising Raymond Williams’s identification of certain 

cultural keywords which provide us with a deeper understanding of the society in which those 

keywords developed. For Williams and Dubnick these keywords “bear witness” to the changes in 

how we perceive and interact with the institutions which govern our lives, and so an analysis of 

the shifting nature of accountability gives us insight into how we understand governance, 

economic growth and development in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  

In this chapter, undertaking a radical historicist approach, I examine the historical factors 

that gave rise to the PWC and its belief that failed development is solely a result of low economic 

growth caused by a lack of good governance. Accountability is a key component of good 

governance and as the focus of the PWC has been on achieving economic growth there has been 

an associated rise in a belief that accountability should focus on holding leaders to account for 

their financial spending. In addition, because the PWC sees corruption as a key indicator of poor 
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governance, proponents of the PWC have been able to maintain that it is the existence of corruption 

itself that is representative of a failure of good governance broadly, and of accountability more 

narrowly. I discuss how the definitions given to accountability, corruption and good governance 

by proponents of the PWC are not intrinsic, but instead are the product of the historical factors that 

gave rise to the PWC itself and its principles, and have been shaped by the exercise of power by 

significant players in the global development sphere. I then examine the conceptualisation of 

accountability within the academic and development spheres and demonstrate that accountability 

has widely accepted as including a retroactive element – that is, the systems of accountability apply 

after incidents of wrongdoing. This allows me to conclude that the PWC privileging of corruption 

itself as an indicator of poor governance is internally inconsistent because it is in direct 

contradiction with the accepted understanding of accountability as retroactive.  

 

THE GROWTH OF A NEOLIBERAL HEGEMONIC CONSENSUS ON THE ROLE OF 

THE STATE 

THE WASHINGTON AND POST-WASHINGTON CONSENSUS  

In the late 1970s and 1980s there was an air of disillusionment amongst (predominantly) Western 

voters and governments that Keynesianism had created an inefficient welfare state and a bloated 

bureaucracy which was both unsustainable and detrimental to economic development. The 

response was an adoption by governments, international financial institutions and development 

practitioners of neoliberalism’s core tenets of the free market, privatisation and minimal state 

involvement. In the development context this post-Keynesianism period had been characterised by 

what economist John Williamson had termed in 1989 the Washington Consensus, which emerged 

following agreement between the World Bank, the IMF and the US Treasury on how to respond 

to the debt crises affecting much of the developing world (and specifically Latin America). Stiglitz 
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characterised the WC policies as being “based on a rejection of the state’s activist role and the 

promotion of a minimalist, non-interventionist state”.145 This neoclassical economic consensus 

was centred around the three pillars of fiscal austerity, privatisation and market liberalisation,146 

and the commitment to the belief that free markets were the universal solution to weak economic 

growth was combined with a suspicion that state regulation created fertile grounds for corruption 

and rent-seeking.  

However, in the 1990s the economic performance of countries which had followed the 

dictates of the WC by dramatically reducing government involvement in their markets remained 

extremely poor, and appeared in stark contrast to the “miracle” economic development in East 

Asia where the state retained strong ties with the market. In an attempt to reconcile these 

contrasting economic experiences, the World Bank designed a radically new approach, set out in 

their 1997 World Development Report, The State in a Changing World. The Bank stressed that 

the WC had emerged in response to the oil price crashes in the 1970s, the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the troubles industrial countries had with a “welfare state that has grown unwieldy,”147 

and that this was proof that the old model of government interference in market and economic 

policy should not be replicated in its entirety. And so, the new approach would need to address the 

failures of both the Keynesian and WC philosophies, and the year after the World Bank released 

this Report Stiglitz delivered a lecture in which he made the first reference to these principles as 

creating a post-Washington Consensus.  

 In the 1997 report the Bank sets out the reason state involvement would now work when 

it had failed in the past: state involvement in the market will lead to economic growth when that 
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state is effective and capable. As the President of the Bank, James D. Wolfensohn, proclaimed in 

his foreword to the Report, “development requires an effective state, one that plays a catalytic, 

facilitating role, encouraging and complementing the activities of private businesses and 

individuals”.148 The characteristics of effective states became subsumed under the catch-all 

concept of good governance. The strategy, therefore, to create economic growth was to recognise 

that because it is not the state in itself that hinders development, only ineffective states, the focus 

must be on reshaping the state to make it capable to play its role in economic development. One 

key characteristic of an ineffective state is one which has high levels of discretionary authority 

which allows for capricious behaviour, corruption and rent-seeking,149 and reinvigorated public 

institutions would seek to combat this arbitrary state action and consequent corruption.150  

The central role given to the state in the explanation of a failure to develop must be seen 

as a direct result of economic performances of various countries in the 20th century and the ability 

the World Bank had to shape the narrative of what would best create economic growth. Had it not 

been for the twin experiences of the Asian miracle and the failure of the WC policies in Latin 

America, the specific character of the ideal state under neoliberal development theory would not 

have emerged. And it is this characterisation of an effective state that has led to the central position 

of corruption (and accountability for corruption) in the explanation for continued economic failure. 

 

THE PARIS DECLARATION ON AID EFFECTIVENESS 

The PWC’s emphasis on efficacy extended to the nature of aid given by international development 

donors to developing countries. In 2005, representatives from international donor agencies and 
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donor and recipient countries adopted the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness which marked a 

turning point in the donor world’s approach to aid to developing countries. The Declaration set out 

the commitments donor and recipient countries had embraced at the meeting in Paris to ensure that 

aid became more effective. Throughout the Declaration (and subsequent documents adopted in 

follow up) the influence of the PWC emphasis on the role of the state in facilitating development 

is unmistakeable and this commonality of language through the use of effectiveness as a qualifier 

in governance and in aid is also indicative of the push for efficacy from neoliberal institutions such 

as the World Bank. The language of efficacy becomes, to use Dubnick’s characterisation, a cultural 

keyword and carries with it the weight of the broader neoliberal policies and principles and serves 

as a helpful indicator of the link between the aid and development world, the PWC and the global 

hegemonic power of neoliberalism. Dubnick identified that efficiency and accountability initially 

had rather technical and mechanical connotations, but that their fusion with good governance 

created their status as a virtue in and of themselves.151 This, consequently, gives them a moral 

force and a power which is used to encourage compliance with the principles of the PWC and good 

governance more generally.152  

The Paris Declaration set out the principles which were supposed to improve aid 

effectiveness. First, it introduced the concept of “country ownership” which represented a 

recognition from the donor community that, in order for aid to be effective, recipient countries 

needed greater control over the content of the policies that the aid would support. Second, it 

acknowledged the principle of “mutual accountability” which represents the recognition that aid 
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relationships create a series of accountability relationships in which the recipient and donor 

governments are accountable to their own citizens and parliaments as well as to each other.153  

The Paris Declaration ushered in new aid structures in which money would go directly to 

the recipient states. General Budget Support – where donors would provide aid directly to the 

recipient government for disbursement in furtherance of the development policies over which they 

had ownership – became the main modality for aid to developing countries.154 This represents a 

complete reversal of the approach under the WC which had encouraged donors to primarily fund 

non-government organisations for development objectives,155 and demonstrates the adoption of 

the PWC principles in restructuring the nature of aid relationships.  

 

THE STATE, ACCOUNTABILITY AND CORRUPTION 

As Moncrieffe has identified, it is precisely because of the central role of the state in the PWC that 

there has been a concomitant focus on accountability,156 and the strategy of directly funding 

governments heightens the need for the formal accountability mechanisms to work effectively in 

both donor and recipient countries.157 The Paris Declaration makes a clear commitment to 

“[e]nhancing donors’ and partner countries’ respective accountability to their citizens and 

parliaments for their development policies, systems and procedures”158 and “[d]efining measures 

and standards of performance and accountability of partner country systems in public financial 
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management, procurement, fiduciary safeguards and environmental assessments, in line with 

broadly accepted good practices and their quick and widespread application”.159 

The link between good governance, effectiveness and accountability has also been 

recognised by DFID. In their White Paper in 2006, DFID focused on three elements which it 

believed epitomised good governance and would create more effective development: capability, 

responsiveness and accountability. 

Whether states are effective or not – whether they are capable of helping business 

grow, and of delivering services to their citizens, and are accountable and 

responsive to them – is the single most important factor that determines whether or 

not successful development takes place. Good governance requires: capability – the 

extent to which government has the money, people, will and legitimacy to get things 

done; responsiveness – the degree to which government listens to what people want 

and acts on it; and accountability – the process by which people are able to hold 

government to account.160 

But a full understanding of the PWC link between good governance and accountability is 

incomplete with a restatement of the central role corruption plays in their articulation of the role 

of the state in facilitating economic development. As Brown and Cloke identify, the link between 

corruption, poor governance and low economic growth is a convenient explanation used by the 

international financial institutions to explain why their pro-market, limited-state reforms do not 

create an automatic path to economic success.161 Where states are still not achieving the anticipated 

economic growth, proponents of PWC are able to point to corruption to illustrate a lack of good 

governance as the reason. State accountability institutions are the fundamental cog in the good 
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governance machine as they, according to the PWC, act to remove corruption and so create the 

conditions necessary for economic growth.  

The evidence of the centrality of corruption and accountability to the PWC can be found 

in the numerous anti-corruption international instruments and policies adopted by international 

development institutions in the mid- to late-1990s. Charron provides a succinct summary of these 

initiatives: in 1995 the UN created the Management Development and Governance Division which 

focused on government accountability and transparency; in 1996 the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation (OECD) adopted the Combating Bribery of Foreign Public Officials in International 

Transactions, the IMF initiated its own campaign against corruption and the World Trade 

Organisation required its members to join the Working Group on Transparency in Government 

Procurement; and in 1997 the World Bank began working with Transparency International in 

combating corruption, and later established the World Bank Institute to focus on anti-corruption.162  

In 2004, the UN adopted the UN Convention Against Corruption. In the foreword, the then-

Secretary General of the UN, Kofi Annan, noted that “[c]orruption is a key element in economic 

underperformance and a major obstacle to poverty alleviation and development”,163 and made the 

explicit link between corruption, accountability and development by stating that the Convention 

would “reaffirm the importance of core values such as honesty, respect for the rule of law, 

accountability and transparency in promoting development and making the world a better place 

for all”.164 Although the UN Convention includes broader goals than only economic development, 

it echoes the language used by the World Bank and the contributors to the Performance 

Accountability and Combating Corruption handbook in attributing the cause of economic 
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underperformance to corruption. The inclusion of this link in the international convention is 

indicative of the absorption of the PWC principles by the international community as a bloc.  

As I mentioned earlier, the central position corruption holds in the PWC narrative is a result 

of the emphasis on an effective state as the tool for economic development, which itself is the 

result of the historical processes that preceded the PWC. However, notwithstanding the hegemonic 

character of the PWC argument, the position of corruption within the explanation for failed 

economic growth is not an essential element of the story of successful economic growth. As I 

explained in the Introduction, the neoliberal development institutions justify the suspension of aid 

in situations of corruption on an argument that relies on the PWC’s central pillar that only effective 

states can generate economic growth, and that effective states are those with good governance and 

strong accountability. In the next section I examine why this privileging of corruption is so 

misguided.  

 

LIMITS TO THE NEOLIBERAL PWC APPROACH TO GOOD GOVERNANCE, 

ACCOUNTABILITY AND CORRUPTION 

There are a number of case studies which demonstrate that the presence of corruption does not 

equate to poor economic growth,165 and arguments put forward that the democratic process166 and 

market liberalisation167 can themselves prove fertile ground for corruption. The narrow definition 
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of corruption – that it is the abuse of public power for private gain – as Brown and Cloke argue, 

allows for a myopic focus on economic (rather than political) drivers of corruption and on the 

public sector as the sole locus for corruption.168 This mainstream approach therefore fails to 

consider the complexity of the formation of political cultures, the relationship between the global 

and the local in economic development and the strategic interests at play in defining the boundaries 

of what is and what is not corruption.169 

The PWC insistence that corruption, malfeasance and rent-seeking are the sole 

explanations for poor economic performance when the state is involved in development has 

ensured that the focus for corruption has remained on the public sector as the perpetrators of the 

offence. This has therefore shaped the strategies adopted by development agencies in their attempts 

to improve economic performance by focusing their attention on eradicating state corruption 

without undertaking more contextual analyses. By examining the PWC through a radical historicist 

lens we can see that this definition that has shaped the response to corruption. Bevir stressed that 

“[a]ctions are products of contingent decisions”,170 and that the direction of public policy is 

grounded in the culture in which it develops. The hegemonic power of the PWC has, as Engel and 

Brown and Cloke identify, made it almost impossible to provide a critique from outside the PWC 

framework because of the historical threads linking the strategies to the theory on the central role 

of corruption in the development narrative.  

A BRIEF HISTORY OF ACCOUNTABILITY WITHIN DEMOCRATIC SYSTEMS 

The history of accountability began with accounting and book-keeping’s emphasis on record-

keeping, with the links between financial accounting and parliamentary government traceable back 
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to the Magna Carta in England in 1215.171 The Magna Carta required that any imposition of tax be 

consented to by the people, which was characterised as an “accountability bargain with the Crown” 

as the monarch accepted that the only way it could rely on continued income from taxes was to 

subject itself to Parliament’s accountability. 172 In the UK this parliamentary control of government 

spending became a fundamental constitutional principle and a vital component to the system of 

checks and balances to control the exercise of monarchical executive power.173  

 The shift from a purely financial, accounting-centric original meaning of accountability to 

one which now is generally accepted to mean accounting for one’s actions through explaining and 

justifying that conduct came about as a result of the entrenchment of representative democracy. 

Urbinati and Warren provide a detailed analysis of how representative democracy developed and 

argue that the expansion of the franchise was crucial in changing the nature of the political system 

because the creation of mass democracies and introduction of equality that had been absent in the 

past.174 Representative democracy has been questioned as a legitimate form of democracy 

primarily because of this principal-agent relationship and the authorisation of specific people to 

rule on behalf of others175, but for Urbanti and Warren – referring to Pitkin – it is precisely that 

element of authorisation that legitimates representative democracy. The most basic exercise of 

representation is through elections and the electoral system enables both the selection and removal 
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of representatives.176 However, as democratic systems adapted to respond to more complex forms 

of government the direct link between the people and the government weakened and elections 

ceased to be sufficient mechanisms through which to prevent abuse of power and ensure 

compliance with voters’ wishes.177 And so, to safeguard the connection between the citizens and 

their representatives, additional accountability institutions and mechanisms have emerged.178  

 

A WORKABLE DEFINITION OF ACCOUNTABILITY  

In the political, legal and development literature there is general consensus on two broad 

characteristics of accountability. The first is that accountability is relational and so there has to be 

at least two actors involved in a relationship of some kind. The second is that accountability 

involves both answerability and enforceability.  

 

THE RELATIONAL ELEMENTS OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

The first feature that appears in most discussions of accountability is that it is relational: it links 

parties together in a relationship of power and obligation. In a review conducted by DFID on 

donors’ focus on “voice and accountability”, the authors recognise the relational nature of 

accountability and define accountability as “[i]n a relationship between two parties, A is 

accountable to B, if A is obliged to explain and justify her actions to B, and B is able to sanction 

A if her conduct, or explanation for it, is found to be unsatisfactory”.179  
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The importance of recognising the relational aspect of accountability is twofold: it opens up 

the space to, as Moncrieffe does, analyse the nature and quality of those relationships themselves,; 

and it ensures that only those within the accountability relationship are recognised as having rights 

and obligations to hold the other accountable and be accountable. However, for my argument it is 

the retroactive element of accountability that is particularly relevant. 

 

THE TWIN COMPONENTS OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

In the summary of the minimal conceptions of accountability in the introduction to the Oxford 

Handbook on Public Accountability, the editors recognise two components, noting that 

“accountability is about providing answers … answerability towards others with a legitimate claim 

to demand an account” and that “[a]ccountability is furthermore a retrospective—ex post—

activity”.180 O’Neil et al insist that without the presence of these two dimensions there can be no 

accountability.181  

Moncrieffe describes how the components have different characteristics which allow them 

to play different roles in the accountability process and at different times. She terms answerability 

ex ante accountability and describes it as a positive form of accountability which requires 

explanations and justifications for the way in which authority has been exercised.182 This form of 

accountability is proactive and ongoing as it involves a continuous consultation and interaction 

between representatives and constituents. 183  Enforceability plays a very different role and relates 

to the sanctions that can be applied by those holding officials accountable. Moncrieffe refers to 

this as ex post accountability because of its retroactive characteristics and explains that this form 
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of accountability entails the use of law and other monitoring mechanisms (including elections) to 

hold public officials to account.184 This element cannot be divorced from the relational character 

of accountability as the sanctions available are only those that the principal has the power to impose 

and this is defined within the terms of the relationship. However, this does not preclude the 

imposition of other sanctions from outside the relationship: if, for example, the agent has engaged 

in criminal conduct, the principal may apply its own sanction (contained within the accountability 

relationship because of the duties the agent owes to the principal) and the criminal justice system 

would also be entitled to impose its own sanction defined by its own relationship with the person 

in the position of the agent. 

The application of the enforceability dimension of accountability requires the existence of 

effective mechanisms through which the principals can be held accountable. In the situation of 

citizens and governments these sanctions would be imposed if the citizens did not believe that the 

government had executed their responsibilities to the citizens’ satisfaction. The quintessential 

method of ex post accountability in this situation is achieved through elections where citizens 

decide to change the government that represents them: the citizens assess the government’s 

performance and determine whether that performance has been satisfactory, and then impose a 

sanction of voting out the incumbent government.185 However, these mechanisms can also take the 

form of structured, monitoring agencies such as an Auditor General, which are primarily designed 

for their accountability function, or more general democratic institutions such as the media and 

civil society.186 Transparency of governmental decision-making and access to publicly held 
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information are crucial in ensuring accountability of elected and unelected public officials as it is 

through these channels that citizens can scrutinize the conduct of the bureaucracy.187  

Understanding accountability as broken up into these two components allows us to 

recognise that accountability is seen by scholars and development practitioners as an ongoing 

process which requires continuous and retroactive engagement between actors and those to whom 

actors are accountable. Moncriffe’s characterisation of answerability as ex ante and enforceability 

as ex post makes it clear that not all accountability is (or can be) contemporaneous with the 

conduct.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Fombad and Nwauche argue the central tenet of constitutionalism is that nobody – irrespective of 

their political or social position – is above the law, and that this principle is necessary precisely 

because there is a tendency for leaders to act outside the law. These scholars, in an article on 

“Africa’s Imperial Presidents” note that “constitutionalism proceeds from an assumption of human 

fallibility, the corrupting influence of power and the need to limit it”.188 Recognising accountability 

within good governance as a system that operates both continuously and retroactively aligns with 

these principles that democracy and constitutionalism do not require or envision perfect 

performance, but rather constitute a system in which ordinary human behaviours can be tempered 

and controlled. This is in line with the accepted understanding of accountability I set out in this 

chapter, and, as I will show in the next chapter, this is the notion of accountability that is afforded 

to the UK in the situation of government corruption.  
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However, the PWC argument that corruption itself is an indicator of poor governance does 

not align with this conceptualisation of accountability as ex post: if accountability is retroactive 

then the exercise of accountability for corruption in accordance with good governance standards 

would allow for the response to corruption to constitute good governance. The PWC does not see 

it that way, however, because if it allowed for such an exercise of accountability then it could not 

maintain its position that the existence of corruption, rent-seeking and malfeasance was the 

primary reason for a failure to develop. This, therefore, amounts to an internal inconsistency in the 

PWC principles. Allowing for ex post accountability would mean that corruption could be seen as 

compatible with good governance if the response was effective, which goes against the very core 

of the PWC narrative. As I have shown here, accountability for corruption in the development 

context is the product of the historical development of the PWC and its narrative on good 

governance and economic growth, and so its application in aid-recipient countries leads to a 

different interpretation – one which ignores the ex post features of accountability.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: HISTORICISING THE UK-MALAWI AID 

RELATIONSHIP AND CONTEMPORARY CORRUPTION IN 

THE UK AND MALAWI  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The aid relationship between the UK and Malawi is just the latest iteration of an unequal 

relationship between the two countries. The purpose of this chapter is to interrogate the theoretical 

interpretations and practical applications of the UK’s understanding of accountability for 

corruption. I begin by examining the history of relations between the two countries and, analyse 

how the UK’s power in dictating the terms of that relationship can be traced back to the colonial 

era. By looking at this history through a radical historicist lens I demonstrate how British colonial 

rule fundamentally conditioned the post-colonial state in Malawi and how the global geopolitical 

structure post-Cold War influences DFID’s interactions with Malawi as a donor. I then turn the 

focus to the nature of the contemporary aid relationship, and undertake an analysis of the language 

in the DFID aid documents from the late 1990s to the present to ascertain the agency’s 

understanding of accountability for corruption in the PWC era. Having established that these 

documents demonstrate that DFID adopts both the PWC narrative of corruption being an indicator 

of poor governance and the ex post character of accountability I then examine two case studies of 

corruption: Cashgate in Malawi and the parliamentary expenses scandal in the UK. It is the 

structural and material power that DFID and the UK enjoys as an aid donor that enables it to apply 

a standard of accountability for corruption following Cashgate that it neither articulates in its aid 

documents nor applies within its own domestic context when faced with political corruption.  
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THE HISTORY OF INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE UK 

International development is operated through a distinct government department in the UK and 

has clear links to the colonial history of financial relationships between the UK and its colonies. 

The Colonial Development Act, 1929 and the Colonial Development and Welfare Act, 1940 and 

1945 established the legislative framework for financial assistance for British colonies which was 

supposed to end on independence. The Overseas Development Ministry was created by Prime 

Minister Harold Wilson’s Labour government in 1964, and this became the Overseas Development 

Administration (ODA) in 1970 and was subsumed into the Conservative administration’s Foreign 

Office. In 1997 Tony Blair’s Labour government renamed the entity the Department for 

International Development, and subsequent administrations – irrespective of their party-

affiliations – have maintained the name and its status as a full, independent ministry.189  

The early neoliberal leanings of the Conservative administration’s approach to 

international development can be seen in various debates in the House of Commons in the 1980s 

and early 1990s. In February 1981, the Conservative MP Bowen Wells stressed the “trade and 

investment in Third World countries to which we should look for real and adequate creation of 

wealth”,190 and the then-Minister for Overseas Development, Neil Marten, added that “[w]e also 

regard it as important that the scarce funds that we provide should be spent on sound development 

projects”.191 By July 1988, the new Minister for Overseas Development, Chris Patten, was firmly 

pinning the government’s colours to the neoliberal mast, stating that “[w]e have been, and will 

continue to be, a firm supporter of structural adjustment and economic policy reform”, and stressed 

that structural adjustment had to become a “way of life”.192 In the early 1990s this Conservative 
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position remained apparent: the Minister of State, Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Alastair 

Goodlad, noted in 1994 that “[t]he past few decades have shown that sensible economic policies 

can produce economic growth … [g]ood government, too is vital; efficient and accountable 

government with respect for human rights”.193 In 1995, Goodlad recounted his recent visits to Asia 

where he said he had witnessed the “Asian miracle”, and said that the economic growth and 

poverty reduction required “consistently sound macro-economic policies and a long-term 

commitment to private sector development, pro-export policies and high attainment in 

education”.194 

There was an initial shift under the newly-elected Labour Party in 1997 and the creation of 

DFID. DFID’s first Secretary of State for International Development, Clare Short, oversaw a 

dramatic reorientation of the department’s focus, and the 1997 White Paper on International 

Development, titled Eliminating World Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century, was, as Fisher 

characterises it, the first step in Short’s ambition to create a truly pro-poor DFID.195 In this White 

Paper DFID set out its “new approach to international development” as having a focus on the 

“elimination of poverty and encouragement of economic growth which benefits the poor” and 

giving particular attention to “human rights, transparent and accountable government and core 

labour standards”.196 Despite this apparent new approach, this document clearly tied DFID to the 

World Bank’s renewed focus on the role of the state as DFID stated that “[o]nly governments can 

create the right political and economic framework within which the march out of poverty can 

gather momentum”.197  
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF MALAWI 

MALAWIAN INDEPENDENCE AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE POST-

COLONIAL COUNTRY 

The geographical land area surrounding what is now Lake Malawi was historically inhabited by 

the Mang’anja, Chewa, Tonga, Ngonde, Nyiha-Lambya and Sukwa people.198 Britain declared the 

area a protectorate in 1891, naming it British Central Africa and then Nyasaland,199 and in 1953, 

combined Nyasaland, Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) 

to create the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. The Federation was dissolved by the British 

Parliament in December 1963 and Malawi became an independent country in 1964, under the 

leadership of Dr Hastings Kamuzu Banda who had returned to Malawi in 1958 to lead the 

liberation movement following a career as a medical doctor in the UK. In 1966 a new Constitution 

declared Malawi a republic and a one-party state and Banda became President, assuming the title 

of “president for life” in 1971.  

As in all post-colonial societies, the political and economic patterns of colonial rule 

dramatically influenced the structure and conditions of the independent country. The colonial 

economy had been structured to serve British interests, and the colonial state had exploited 

Nyasaland for its land and labour: the land was used for export-oriented tobacco and tea agriculture 

and its residents served as a labour pool for the mining industry in other British colonies in southern 

Africa.200 The Nyasaland political administration had been centralised to enable the colonial 

exploitation, but Malawi – unlike Tanzania and Zambia – did not seek to decentralise the 
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government after independence under the belief that central government would better achieve 

social cohesion and social economic development.201 Malawi also differed markedly from its 

neighbours as Banda’s administration did not adopt socialist development strategies. Mhone 

attributes this to the “missionary-imbued liberal education and idealistic zeal” of the elites that 

formed the base of the liberation movement, and said that, as a result “a Western-style democratic 

liberalism in the context of a market economy was taken for granted at the outset”.202  

The impact of this ideological position was to entrench rather than transform the colonial 

political and economic structures, and Banda’s administration encouraged Malawians to take up 

commercial farming to replace the colonial owners and create a local elite rather than adopting 

economic policies to create broader and more sustainable economic and social development. 

However, as Kaunda identifies, this reliance on the colonial economic patterns required ongoing 

foreign aid: the financial support from the colonial state for the agricultural industries in Nyasaland 

was converted into reliance on foreign aid for the continued success of that same agricultural 

sector. This experience is representative of a relatively common Africa experience that Harrison 

highlights which left newly independent states “locked in to a Western-centred global political 

economy” and created a system in which international aid is an intrinsic part of modern African 

states which informs all discourses of Western intervention and diplomacy.203 

In the first fifteen years following independence Malawi’s economy grew steadily and 

significantly with an annual GDP growth of 5 percent per annum between 1965 and 1980.204 In 

1981, the World Bank remarked that “[d]espite the country’s extremely low level of development 
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at independence, the Malawi Government opted for an outward-looking strategy of rapid growth, 

based on encouragement of private enterprises, use of the market mechanism, favourable treatment 

of foreign capital, low levels of production, and wage restraint.”205 The economic success was 

partly due to what Kaunda termed “a conducive climate for capitalist prosperity”206 and led to the 

creation of a wealthy agricultural elite but little improvement in the welfare of the general 

population. As in the colonial era, the state intervened in the economy solely to protect the 

country’s elite and private entrepreneurs.207 

 

FOREIGN INTERVENTION IN BANDA’S MALAWI  

In 1979, a confluence of external factors and the inherent unsustainability of the post-independence 

economy led to an economic crisis from which Malawi has never fully recovered. The escalation 

of tensions in the civil war in Mozambique resulted in the closure of Malawi’s link to the port at 

Nacala, radically pushing up transportation costs, and a large-scale drought in southern Africa hurt 

agricultural outputs.208 In addition, the ripple effects from the 1979 oil price shock and the global 

recession severely damaged the Malawian economy. This economic crisis led to Malawi being the 

first country in the region to accept structural adjustment loans from the World Bank, receiving its 

first loan in June 1981.209 Mhone notes the irony in the fact that the factors that had created the 

economic boom the World Bank had initially praised – government intervention, regulation and 

participation – were the same factors that the structural adjustment loan sought to reform.210 The 

reforms were designed to diversify the agricultural export base and encourage efficient import 

                                                 
205 Quoted in Mhone, “The Political Economy of Malawi”, 25. 
206 Kaunda, “The Administrative Organisation and Processes”, 68. 
207 Mhone, “The Political Economy of Malawi”, 12. 
208 Ben Kaluwa, The Structural Adjustment Programme in Malawi: A Case of Successful Adjustment? Sapes Books: 

Harare, 1992, 16.  
209 Ibid, 3; Allast Mwanza, Social Policy in an Agricultural Economy. SAPES: Harare, 1999, 2. 
210 Mhone, “The Political Economy of Malawi”, 27.  



  71 

substitution while improving the public sector’s financial performance and planning 

capabilities.211 The Malawian government began reducing their public expenditure and this, 

combined with their debt obligations, led to a decrease in spending on social services, education 

and development projects.212  

On the political side, Banda ruled Malawi as an autocrat, imprisoning and ‘disappearing’ 

his political opponents, and maintaining links with apartheid South Africa and colonial 

Mozambique which isolated him from the Organisation of African Unity and its principle of pan-

African unity.213 However, his suspicion of pan-Africanism and his commitment to capitalist 

economic principles made him a key ally for the US and its allies who saw Malawi as a bulwark 

against socialism in East and Southern Africa.214 However, the end of the Cold War marked the 

end of this tacit support from the West and when, in 1992, local protest against Banda’s rule 

increased with the Catholic Bishops issuing a letter criticising his repression and student and 

worker-led protests calling for political change, the UK and other international donors began 

demanding democratic reforms as a condition for continued aid.215 Banda acceded to their 

demands and called a referendum in October 1992 to determine whether the country wanted to 

continue with one-party rule or introduce multiparty democracy. Sixty-seven percent of voters cast 

their ballots, with 63.5% calling for multi-party democracy.216  

This suspension of aid and the subsequent elections have been the subject of much political 

and academic discussion. In January 1993, the House of Lords was the site of a detailed discussion 
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over the correctness of the country’s decision to suspend aid to Malawi in an attempt to force 

Banda to adopt democratic reforms. The then-Minister of State for Overseas Development, 

Conservative Baroness Chalker emphasised that the decision was grounded in a commitment to 

the idea of “good government” which she noted was “firmly on the development agenda of all 

donors and is set to stay there”.217 She also made the link between good government and the ability 

to ensure that aid was well spent and stressed that UK taxpayers “are rightly concerned that the 

way recipient governments treat their people should be one of the factors reflected in the aid we 

give”.218 However, more critical opinions were voiced the following year in the House of 

Commons. The Liberal Democrat MP, Sir David Steele placed the decision in its historical context 

and noted that “it is, unhappily, the case that, during the Cold War, we in the western developed 

nations were not too fussy about who we were supporting as long as they were perceived to be on 

the right side of the global ideological argument”.219 Baroness Elles, a Conservative former 

barrister, explicitly recognised British complicity in the facilitation of human rights violations in 

Malawi, and quoted a report from the UK Law Society and General Council of the Bar which had 

stated that “[w]e entirely accept that many of the problems we have spotlighted stem from law 

inherited or advised from Britain at the time of independence or subsequently drafted by British 

lawyers”.220 She also hinted at the cynical double standards aid donors apply and questioned what 

would be required from Malawi in order to requalify for aid, which she said was particularly 

necessary because development aid was vital to alleviate poverty. She compared Malawi with 

Western Europe, noting the extreme difference in GDPs, asking “[c]an we really apply the same 

                                                 
217 Hansard, 26 July 1993, House of Lords. 
218 Ibid.  
219 Hansard, 22 June 1994, House of Commons. 
220 Hansard, 26 July 1993, House of Lords. 



  73 

criteria and standards at the present time to both parts of the world”, when even in Europe the 

European Convention on Human Rights is not always observed.  

The trajectory of the UK’s approach to development and of the experience of Malawi in 

the immediate post-colonial period can be explained with reference to the global geopolitical 

trends. We can see that the UK’s official position on development mirrors the shifts in perspective 

of the international development community and also that the interpretation of Malawi’s economic 

success and political legitimacy is representative of the prevailing trends in the 1980s and early 

1990s (as I discussed in the previous chapter). It is for this reason that we cannot divorce the 

analysis of the aid relationship between the UK and Malawi from the historical processes, and that 

the nature of this relationship is therefore contingent on the nature of those processes. There is 

nothing inherently correct about interpreting Malawi’s economic failure in the 1970s as the result 

of state intervention, and nothing neutral in the UK suspending aid from Malawi only in 1991.  

 

MALAWI’S MULTIPARTY DEMOCRACY, REPRESSION AND BRITISH RESPONSES 

Malawi’s first multiparty elections were won by the United Democratic Front and their leader, 

Bakili Muluzi, became president. He served for two terms, until his colleague Bingu wa Mutharika 

took over in 2004. Mutharika was welcomed by the international community and his first term of 

office focused on the implementation of sound economic management and anti-corruption which 

led to praise from international donors and financial institutions. In 2006, the IMF and World Bank 

announced that Malawi had met the requirements for debt relief under the Enhanced Heavily 

Indebted Poor Countries Initiative. The IMF representative in Malawi, Calvin McDonald, 

commended Malawi on its economic performance and said, “[o]ver the last two years, Malawi has 
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established a solid track record of good policy implementation. This has resulted in strengthened 

public finances and improved macroeconomic performance overall.”221 

However, in his second term Mutharika became increasing oppressive towards political 

opponents and hostile to development partners. After a violent response to a protest in July 2011 

in which Malawian police shot and killed nineteen protesters, Mutharika blamed NGOs for 

inflaming the protesters and the World Bank and the IMF for creating the economic conditions 

that led to the protesters’ unhappiness.222 He also expelled the British High Commissioner, Fergus 

Cochrane-Dyet, after a leaked diplomatic cable indicated that Cochrane-Dyet had described 

Mutharika as “autocratic and intolerant of criticism”.223 As a result, the UK suspended aid to 

Malawi although it was not clear on what grounds the suspension was made: various DFID staff 

members attributed the suspension to “concerns regarding ‘governance issues’, the closing of 

political space, human rights concerns, financial mismanagement, risks to DFID’s own reputation 

domestically, and the expulsion of [Cochrane-Dyet]”.224  

The British decisions to suspend aid to Malawi in 1992 and 2011 provide context for an 

assessment of the UK’s motivations in suspending aid. In his analysis of the UK’s use of political 

conditionalities, Fisher distinguishes between instrumental motivations, which seek to force aid 

recipients to reform, and expressive motivations, which act as a symbol of disapproval of aid 

recipients’ conduct.225 He argues that the officials genuinely believed that the political 

conditionalities they imposed in the 1990s were “credible and powerful means to force political 
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reform”.226 In a House of Commons debate in 1994, the Conservative MP Lady Olga Maitland 

illustrates this belief by referring to the elections that followed the suspension of aid to Malawi as 

an example of how “effective the international aid community can be when those involved work 

together”.227 She described the suspension decision as happening when “the atrocious human rights 

record, which had been continuing for many years in Malawi, reached a point at which it was quite 

unbearable”.228 

However, Fisher argues that more recent decisions do not seem to have been made with 

the same motivation because he notes that “contemporary impositions of PC have rarely been 

accompanied by any clear guidance on what reforms the recipient government in question should 

make to restore the aid relationship”.229 In addition, Fisher highlights that the justifications in the 

2000s for the aid suspensions given by DFID officials focus predominantly around the need to 

protect British taxpayers’ money: after the suspension of aid to Malawi in 2011 DFID Malawi 

stated that it was done to satisfy the British taxpayers’ expectations, and when DFID withdrew aid 

to Ethiopia in 2005 officials repeatedly spoke of the need to “account to the British people”.230 In 

2005, DFID published a report, Rethinking Conditionality, which stated that DFID would consider 

suspending aid when recipients “veer significantly away from their agreed poverty reduction 

objectives”, when they significantly violate human rights, and where “there is a significant 

breakdown in the performance of partner government financial management … leading to … 

corruption”.231 
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Fisher’s research reveals some general trends: the majority of suspensions of aid during 

the 1990s were as a result of recipients’ “democratic backsliding” and were more wholesale; 

whereas since 2000 the main reason given for aid suspension has been corruption and were more 

often connected only to general budgetary support.232 He characterises Malawi as being one of the 

countries “consistently targeted” by DFID.233 The most significant observation in Fisher’s research 

is that there are “triggers” for the suspension of aid which are usually a “high profile event which 

shines a light on longstanding problems in a state”,234 and are events which have received 

widespread coverage in the British press.  

Swedlund also analyses the conditions under which donor countries suspend aid. She 

undertook interviews with heads of development cooperation in donor agencies operating in sub-

Saharan Africa and concluded that incidents of corruption were the most likely to trigger a 

suspension of aid. She undertook this study to examine the reports that donor countries did suspend 

aid to countries which were strategically important on the grounds that the countries had failed on 

governance criteria. She concluded that donors were more willing to suspend aid if the 

transgression by the recipient country “directly affects the donor agency’s aid portfolio”.235 She 

examined DFID’s practice between 2006 and 2014, and noted that in 75% of the cases in which 

DFID suspended aid the reason was because of “issues related to the integrity of the program rather 

than problems with human rights or political governance”.236  

Fisher and Swedlund’s observations demonstrate that the decisions to suspend aid are not 

based on any inherently neutral or objective principle. It is only because of the structural power 
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that the UK holds that allows it to make these decisions unconnected to any previously-agreed 

upon conditions. As Barnett and Duvall explain, the relative power of two parties (here, the UK 

and Malawi) is determined by their relationship to each other, and so the UK’s power to 

capriciously suspend aid is enabled by their dominant position in the international development 

environment. At the same time, however, we should not ignore the material power that the UK 

holds by virtue of its control of the aid purse-strings.  

 

A SHORT-LIVED RETURN TO POSITIVITY UNDER JOYCE BANDA 

Mutharika died of a heart attack on 5 April 2011, and after a rather fractious succession battle, his 

vice-president Joyce Banda took over. Banda was initially seen by the international community 

and DFID as a welcome change from Mutharika’s autocratic government. In DFID’s Malawi 

Operational Plan update in May 2012 it noted that “Joyce Banda has an opportunity to halt the 

decline in human rights and strengthen forms of governance based on the delivery of public goods, 

rather than political patronage”,237 and the IMF approved a $156 million loan package in August 

2012 noting that Banda’s administration had introduced policies that “stress public financial 

management” and a “better business climate”.238 

DFID relaunched its aid relationship with Malawi in May 2012, and the Secretary of State 

for International Development Andrew Mitchell indicated the UK’s support for Banda: 

I am encouraged by President Banda’s early progress in office. She has put the 

people of Malawi right at the centre of her Government’s programme and she is 

listening to the sensible advice from the IMF about how to get the economy back 

on its feet.239 
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This positivity ended with the Cashgate scandal.  

 

THE CASHGATE SCANDAL  

On 7 September 2013, Malawian police raided the house of Patrick Sithole, an accounts assistant 

for the Ministry of Environment and Climate Change, and found 120million Malawian Kwacha 

(approximately 165 468 US Dollars at the time) cash, in various currencies. For a low-level 

bureaucrat in a low-income country, this was a considerable amount of money and Sithole was 

arrested. A week later, on 14 September, Malawi’s budget director, Paul Mphwiyo was shot in the 

face by three armed assailants when he arrived home after work. Mphwiyo survived and was flown 

to South Africa for treatment. These two events set off a series of revelations which exposed 

massive government corruption operating from with government ministries and the treasury.  

Over the next couple of weeks more public officials were arrested in connection with the 

corruption allegations and in October Joyce Banda dissolved her cabinet. The former Minister of 

Justice Ralph Kasambara was later charged with conspiracy to murder Mphwiyo in an attempt to 

prevent Mphwiyo from revealing the details of the mismanagement. In November, all international 

donors suspended their aid, with Sarah Sanyahumbi, the head of DFID in Malawi, indicating that 

the corruption demonstrated “serious weaknesses in the government’s financial systems.”240 

The government of Malawi requested support from DFID after examinations of the records 

revealed irregularities within the financial management system. DFID appointed Baker Tilley Risk 

Advisory Services LLP to undertake a forensic and system security audit of the Malawi of the 

period between 1 April and 30 September 2013, and “to establish the facts behind, and the veracity 
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of, these allegations”.241 Baker Tilley concluded that it was non-adherence to the internal controls 

and control failures within that financial management system that had facilitated the theft and 

misappropriation of the official funds. It specifically cited the “lack of accountability, allied to a 

failure to apply or detect compliance with the Public Finance Management Act (PFM) 

requirements” as the reasons for the ability to bypass the controls.242 However, Baker Tilley added 

that improving the control system would be insufficient as their audit indicated a lack of exercise 

of accountability and external audit responsibilities. The report questioned the lack of internal 

accountability from bureaucrats not questioning what would appear to be irregular payment 

patterns,243 and from commercial banks not flagging suspicious transactions.244 Having established 

the existence of financial mismanagement Baker Tilley indicated that where they believed “fraud, 

theft or unethical actions have taken place” they referred those incidents to the Auditor General 

who then referred the cases to either the police or the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB).245 It is 

important to highlight that Baker Tilley did not conclude that any criminal offences had been 

committed: they noted that the question of criminality was “for the legal system and the courts to 

determine.”246  

The prosecutors first brought cases against the private individuals involved in the 

corruption from outside government departments, and then lower-ranking public officials before 

going ahead with charges against Kasambara and other former high-ranking government 

officials.247 The officials were charged with theft under the Penal Code and money-laundering 
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under the Money Laundering Proceeds of Serious Crime and Terrorist Financing Act and many of 

these trials were initially concluded through plea bargains with relatively low sentences.248 By 

February 2017 at least 100 people had been investigated, with twelve convictions,249 and criminal 

trials remain ongoing. 

 

CONTEMPORARY DFID POLICY  

The contemporary relationship between DFID and Malawi is comprehensively contained within 

the Operational Plan for 2011-2015, and as this spans the periods immediately following the 2011 

suspension of aid, immediately preceding Cashgate, and immediately after the corruption scandal 

this provides a detailed summary of DFID’s approach to Malawi in the 2010s. Analysing these 

documents alongside those which set out DFID’s broader approach to development aid enables us 

to evaluate DFID’s theoretical understanding of accountability for corruption. We can then 

compare this theoretical understanding to their practical application of suspending aid to Malawi 

following Cashgate. 

 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

A Prioritising of Obligations to UK Taxpayers  

The analysis of DFID documents demonstrates two important trends in DFID’s approach to 

accountability. First, it is clear that DFID takes its accountability to the UK taxpayers seriously, 

and second, the documents indicate that DFID recognises that there is an ex post element to 

accountability.  

                                                 
248 Ibid, 323-324.  
249 Gerhard Anders, “Malawi faces toughest, most high-profile trial yet in massive Cashgate scandal.” African 

Arguments, 8 February 2017. 



  81 

DFID’s understanding of transparency and accountability is underpinned by the explicit 

links DFID makes in various documents between transparency and the ability to track money and 

financial flows, and the constant association between accountability, transparency, value for 

money and taxpayers. In December 2016, DFID released a Bilateral Development Review that – 

while not being Malawi-specific – discusses the DFID interpretation of openness in depth, and so 

provides an opportunity to interrogate the way in which DFID understands transparency and 

accountability in its bilateral aid relationships. The 2014 update to the Operational Plan notes that 

transparency “helps people see where money is going and for what purpose … [i]t helps improve 

value for money and makes governments everywhere more accountable to their citizens”.250 But 

the link between transparency and financial accountability is most blatantly made in the Bilateral 

Development Review where the section which deals exclusively with transparency is titled 

“Following the Money”. Here, DFID notes that aid transparency “is a necessary building block for 

accountability between the citizens we are trying to help and their governments”, not least because 

“[t]ransparency can create a powerful incentive against waste or misuse of money”.251 The Report 

stresses that following the money allows DFID to “root out corruption”.252  

These reports also repeatedly refer to tax and taxpayers, and the Bilateral Development 

Review emphasises that transparency “enables proper scrutiny and supports accountability to the 

UK taxpayer”.253 This review also includes a section titled “Key messages” which addresses the 

use of UK taxpayers’ money and the relationship to transparency and effectiveness.  

We will maximise the impact of taxpayers’ money. We will: push for a global transparency 

revolution, opening up budgets at every level so that people around the world can see how 

their money is being spent and hold the powerful to account; expand payment by results; 
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use reason and evidence to ensure that our aid investments do the most possible good and 

are as cost-effective as possible.254 

Although much of the focus is on UK taxpayers, the Bilateral Development Review also 

makes it clear that accountability and transparency is designed to benefit citizens in the recipient 

countries as well. In this report, DFID states its goal for open, transparent and accountable 

governments includes the desire for “ordinary people in developing countries to be able to see 

exactly where and how their taxes are spent by their government,” and that their goal for open aid 

is to enable “taxpayers, and people in developing countries, to be able to trace aid all the way 

through to where it eventually ends up”.255  

 

A Recognition of Ex-post Accountability  

In the discussions around the method through which accountability would be exercised we can see 

that DFID recognises the importance of accountability institutions which implement ex post 

accountability strategies.  In their May 2012 Operational Plan Update DFID mentions three 

different mechanisms of accountability which it seeks to support which includes “directly 

supporting accountability institutions, including the Anti-Corruption Bureau, and designing a 

programme to support other democratic institutions, including the Electoral Commission and 

Political Parties, to help ensure credible elections in 2014.”256 In the Bilateral Development Report, 

DFID identifies what needs to be done to “build more open, effective and inclusive institutions” 

and commits itself to supporting “people in developing countries to have a stronger voice in 

decision-making and to hold their governments to account” by “supporting a free media, elections 
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and other democratic processes and more effective and accountable public services”.257 It is 

instructive that DFID included the word “processes” in this analysis because it indicates a 

temporal, retroactive understanding of accountability through democratic processes.  

In the conclusion to the 2014 update to the operational plan DFID repeats its commitment 

to building accountability mechanisms – specifically the ACB and the police force and electoral 

accountability mechanisms.258 The explicit identification of the ACB and the police force as 

accountability institutions is revealing because these are both bodies that would support ex post 

accountability by investigating corruption after the fact.   

 

CORRUPTION 

Pre-Cashgate Position 

An analysis of the DFID documents’ reference to corruption provides the best example of the 

agency’s inconsistency in their theory and practice.  

There are a number of references to anti-corruption in DFID Malawi documents before 

Cashgate. In their “Anti-Corruption Strategy for Malawi” released in January 2013, DFID defines 

corruption as “the abuse of entrusted power for private gain”.259 This introductory definition also 

notes that the word corruption can “cover a whole range of abuses”, and describes these abuses as 

the “risk of taxpayers’ money in DFID programmes being fraudulently spent or stolen” or 

“corruption within a country and its institutions, with the negative impact that this has on 

development prospects”.260 This is an interesting way to define corruption, and it is notable that 
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the first formulation of corruption in this document – an anti-corruption strategy for Malawi – 

relates to the harm corruption (presumably in Malawi) could cause for UK taxpayers.  

This Anti-Corruption Strategy had been developed following a report from the Independent 

Commission on Aid Impact (ICAI) (an independent monitoring body overseeing DFID aid 

spending) which had recommended anti-corruption strategies for all aid recipient countries. In that 

document, the ICAI reflects the PWC understanding of the link between corruption and growth as 

it notes that “[c]orruption is a fundamental issue that afflicts the everyday lives of the very poorest 

and thwarts global efforts to lift countries out of poverty”.261 The May 2012 Update to the 

Operational Plan makes specific reference to this anti-corruption strategy and insists that the 

purpose of the anti-corruption work is to “ensure value-for money for us and the Malawian 

government by safeguarding both British and Malawian tax-payers money”.262 These documents 

illustrate the close link DFID makes between aid effectiveness and corruption because of their 

continued emphasis on corruption’s corrosive effect on development.  

In the documents published before Cashgate there was no indication that DFID perceived 

a particularly high risk for corruption in Malawi. In the Anti-Corruption Strategy DFID highlights 

that TI regards Malawi as the “12th least corrupt country in sub-Saharan Africa”263 and lists its 

various “standard controls and measures in place to protect UK aid”.264 This Strategy also sets out 

in detail how it plans to support anti-corruption initiatives in Malawi, which included a focus on 

strengthening the Public Financial Management system, and DFID explained that this would 

involve independent oversight and auditing where corruption risks are higher, and “[s]trong, 
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regular analysis of corruption risks”.265 However, DFID also makes clear reference to ex post 

accountability institutions that would respond to incidents of corruption and again commits itself 

to “[s]upporting the Anti-Corruption Bureau to investigate and prosecute cases of corruption 

transparently and openly, sanctioning those responsible” and “[s]trengthening national public 

financial management capacity, including in particular the capacity of Malawi’s National Audit 

Office to scrutinise government expenditure”.266 

Although there is this reference to the accountability institutions, the pre-Cashgate 

documents also provide an indication of how DFID may respond to the occurrence of corruption. 

The Anti-Corruption Strategy states that “[w]here there is suspicion of corruption and fraud DFID 

will always follow up; and if fraud or corruption is uncovered DFID will always take action and 

work to recover UK taxpayers’ money”,267 and the June 2013 update to the Operational Plan notes 

that “[w]e actively pursue perpetrators of misuse of funds and will take necessary action against 

such perpetrators including pursuing the reimbursement of mismanaged funds”.268 In the June 

2013 update DFID describes its approach to corruption as “zero tolerance,”269 in the context of the 

risk corruption poses to “achieving value for money”,270 and DFID’s objective as being to 

“maximise results in line with the UK’s aid effectiveness commitments”.271 

From an analysis of the language used in these pre-Cashgate documents we can make some 

clear observations of the way DFID theoretically understands accountability. First, DFID regards 

corruption as a threat to its programmes’ value-for-money and, by referencing the desire to recover 

funds on behalf of the UK taxpayer, we can see it takes their own accountability to the UK 
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taxpayers seriously. However, the repeated reference to ex post accountability institutions such as 

the police force and the ACB and their support of prosecution of cases of corruption illustrate that 

DFID – in their language at least – recognises the retroactive element of corruption and the need 

for institutions to act after the exposure of corruption. There is no suggestion in these documents 

that DFID interpret the existence of corruption as a lack of accountability, warranting a suspension 

of aid as DFID consistently refers to ex post accountability systems as anti-corruption initiatives. 

This does contrast slightly with the broader DFID position in the 2005 Rethinking Conditionality 

document that envisioned the suspension of aid in the case of “significant breakdown in the 

performance of partner government financial management … leading to … corruption”.272 

However, given that the documents I discussed in this subsection are Malawi-specific and more 

recent, it is fair to attribute the DFID position in 2013 as one which acknowledged the role of ex 

post accountability mechanisms as a fundamental element of good governance.  

 

Post-Cashgate Position 

In the December 2014 update to the Operational Plan – the first update following the exposure of 

Cashgate – DFID addresses the scandal in some depth. Here, it is clear that it was the corruption 

itself that led to DFID suspending aid as the update notes that “as a result of the ‘Cash-gate’ 

corruption scandal in November 2013 the UK ceased all direct funding through Government of 

Malawi financial systems”.273 The report stresses that “[t]here no evidence that UK money was 

involved in this”,274 but despite this repeated clarification, the DFID response to Cashgate was to 

emphasise that value for money for the UK taxpayer was a priority. The key statement is that DFID 
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believes that this “strategy will help ensure VfM for us and the Malawian government by 

safeguarding both British and Malawian taxpayers’ money”.275 As in the earlier updates the 

principle of zero tolerance to corruption is directly linked to the value for money rationale and the 

2014 update states that “[c]orruption and fraud continue to be a key risk to achieving value for 

money and DFID Malawi has a zero tolerance approach to cases of corruption and 

mismanagement”.276 

The December 2014 update also discusses the action DFID will take to strengthen anti-

corruption initiatives in Malawi following Cashgate and restates its vision of assisting Malawi to 

“tackle the pervasive culture of corruption”.277 The update makes numerous references to DFID’s 

commitment to reform in Malawi and to improve accountability and capability in the Malawian 

government. It notes that the UK will be “[s]upporting vital reform in Government, building 

accountability, strengthening effective institutions”, that their “governance work will continue to 

promote accountability and capability in the Government of Malawi” and that they would be 

“working with the Government to support reforms to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of 

the public sector, fight against corruption and build government’s capacity to better manage public 

finances and public sector reform”.278 The link between accountability and effectiveness is 

explicitly stated when DFID notes that “we intend to work with the government of Malawi over 

the remaining Operational Plan period to March 2015 to support credible public financial 

management, public sector and anti-corruption reforms that can help improve government 

accountability and effectiveness following the ‘Cash-gate’ scandal.”279  
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These commitments are instructive for a number of reasons. The reference to effectiveness 

and capability locates these commitments firmly within the PWC rhetoric of corruption being a 

result of poor governance and government incapacity and ineffectiveness. However, despite these 

indications that DFID sees corruption as a symptom of poor governance, it still maintains that it 

will be helping to strengthen effective institutions. In addition, the strategies DFID mentions in 

these post-Cashgate documents are identical to those in the pre-Cashgate ones and there is no 

reflection on the irony that the occurrence of corruption sufficient to lead to a suspension of their 

aid has not altered the stated approach to anti-corruption efforts.  

The suspension of aid directly impacted on the ability of the ACB to investigate the 

allegations of corruption. In an assessment of the ACB, Strasser notes that Cashgate had led to 

donors withdrawing their financial support for the ACB and that the Malawian government had 

not been able to supplement that loss of funding.280 Strasser quotes the ACB Director as saying 

that he would require double the budget he had in order to investigate the Cashgate cases.281 

However, he explained that donors indicated that they would not reinstate their general budgetary 

support until the Malawian government had “implemented financial management reforms to 

prevent future systematic thefts” and “fully prosecuted the Cashgate perpetrators and recovered 

the stolen assets”.282 This illustrates the impossibility that the donors created: aid was suspended 

until the corruption was investigated and prosecuted but that task was made harder without the 

financial support the aid would have brought. This is an example of the “corruption trap” 

Andersson and Heywood identify.283  
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DFID’s decision to suspend aid demonstrates the inconsistent application of its theory and 

practice in respect of accountability for corruption and is indicative of the structural power it wields 

in the aid relationship with Malawi. The continued restatement of support for accountability 

institutions like the ACB and the police while these very same institutions were responding to the 

Cashgate revelations following the suspension of aid demonstrates the disconnect between the 

stated position in the aid documents and DFID’s practice. In addition, the way DFID rationalises 

its suspension of aid and zero tolerance to corruption is notable when we consider that one of the 

main emphases in the pre-Cashgate documents was on the need to recover UK taxpayers’ money 

that had been mismanaged but that DFID took drastic action in suspending aid even though there 

was no indication that it could not account to its taxpayers for the money given to Malawi in aid. 

It is clear that the suspension of aid prioritised the interests of UK taxpayers over the aid 

relationship DFID had created with Malawi as set out in these documents. This was possible 

because of the material power DFID holds in its capacity as a donor, but also because of its 

structural power as a dominant member of the international development community which sets 

the norms that governs international development relationships. This power allows DFID to 

selectively interpret and apply the understanding of accountability in a way that advantages the 

UK and its taxpayers while disadvantaging the recipient government through hampering its anti-

corruption efforts and stalling social justice projects.  

 

A FAILURE OF GOOD GOVERNANCE REFORMS OR A LOGICAL CONSEQUENCE 

OF PWC REFORMS? 

Although the dominant interpretation of Cashgate has been that it represents a deep-seated 

corruption within the Malawian government and bureaucracy, it is important to adopt a more 

nuanced approach which takes into account the historical and political context of the scandal. The 
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financial irregularities that Baker Tilley identified occurred through the Integrated Financial 

Management System that Malawi had adopted as part of the civil society reform international 

donors encouraged in the 1990s, and Anders argues that the scandal should be seen as an example 

of the PWC focus on financial accountability and the consequences of neoliberalism’s 

preoccupation with figures and outcomes. Malawi’s reforms in the 1990s were representative of 

what Anders calls “the global rise of new accounting and auditing technologies aimed at rendering 

individuals and organisations more accountable and efficient”,284 and the mismanagement that 

occurred within those systems undermines the international aid community’s claims of the need 

for formal, standardised accounting systems as a solution to inefficient government and therefore 

the hindrance to development.285 

The anti-corruption mechanisms that were triggered by the Cashgate exposure also require 

a nuanced examination. Banda took political decisions to remove government ministers who were 

suspected of corruption, and the police and ACB initiated investigations which led to criminal 

charges, prosecutions and convictions. The Malawian Press Minister expressed dismay about the 

decision by international donors to suspend aid based on the Cashgate allegations, and was quoted 

in the media as saying that “[i]f anything Malawi deserved a pat on the back from the donors, 

because what the government is doing is fighting corruption which started with previous 

administration long time ago.”286 Given the continued reference to the police and ACB in the DFID 

documents in respect of accountability mechanisms it is hard not to acknowledge the minister’s 

frustration. 
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In the years since Cashgate and Banda’s loss at the 2014 elections Banda herself has 

become the target of the new President, Peter Mutharika’s, anti-corruption efforts. In a rather 

sensationalist longform journalism piece, Raviv details how, in May 2018, Mutharika’s 

communications director told him that a warrant of arrest for Banda on corruption charges was 

being drafted.287 Mphwiyo has also been charged with theft and money laundering,288 and was 

described by one of the witnesses in his case – another former government official convicted in 

connection with Cashgate – as being the mastermind of the scandal.289  This speaks to the criticisms 

of the harmful effects of anti-corruption campaigns to which I referred in Chapter One and 

highlights the need for a more nuanced understanding of corruption.  

 

THE UNITED KINGDOM’S PARLIAMENTARY EXPENSES SCANDAL 

In May 2009 the British newspaper The Telegraph published the first of a series of articles 

exposing the abuse of MPs’ expenses accounts. These reports were the culmination of a lengthy 

investigation by journalists who had sought information on expense claims made by MPs relating 

to their Additional Costs Allowance (ACA). The ACA is an “allowance payable to Members of 

Parliament (MPs) who represent constituencies outside London or outer London constituencies who 

are eligible to receive ACA rather than the London supplement payable to MPs representing inner 

London constituencies.”.290 The purpose of the ACA is to compensate MPs for the costs they incur 

staying away from their main home in their consistencies when attending Parliamentary hearings. 

When making an ACA claim, the MP is required to sign a declaration in respect of the amount claimed 
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which states: “I confirm that I incurred these costs wholly, exclusively and necessarily to enable 

me to stay overnight away from my only or main home for the purpose of performing my duties 

as a Member of Parliament.”291 

The journalists had made use of the Freedom of Information Act, which had come into 

effect in 2005, and requested information directly from the House of Commons. Three journalists 

made separate requests, seeking information related to ACA expenses claimed by former Prime 

Minister Tony Blair, then-Prime Minister Gordon Brown and other, named MPs. The House of 

Commons administration refused the requests for information, and the journalists appealed this 

decision to the Information Commissioner. After what was described by the High Court as a “fairly 

protracted process”,292 the Commissioner ordered a limited amount of information related to the 

MPs’ expenses be provided to the journalists. The House of Commons appealed the Information 

Commissioner’s ruling to the Information Tribunal, arguing that the disclosure order should not 

have been made, or alternatively the categories of required disclosure should have differed. The 

Tribunal rejected the House of Commons’ arguments and ordered that the information requested 

by the journalists be disclosed in full. The House of Commons then appealed the Tribunal’s ruling 

to the High Court, arguing that the principle of parliamentary privilege prevented the application 

of the Freedom of Information Act to the question of MPs’ expenses. The High Court dismissed 

the application and ordered the disclosure of the information. 

The House of Commons delayed publishing the requisite information and, despite the High 

Court ruling, Parliament appeared resistant to being subjected to the Freedom of Information Act 

and had sought to introduce a law to exempt Parliament from the Act’s provisions.293 In addition, 
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before the House of Commons did publish the information the Telegraph had received leaked 

copies of various MPs’ detailed expense claims and had begun publishing the information.294 In 

fact, the information eventually released by the House of Commons was heavily redacted, and so 

the Telegraph’s reporting provided far more detailed information than was officially released.295 

Graffin et al comment that “the fact that so many MPs engaged in inappropriate expense behaviour 

suggests that abuse of the expense system was systematic to the parliamentary bureaucratic 

culture”296 and stress that it was only because the information had been disclosed through the 

Freedom of Information process and the media that the financial transgressions were exposed at 

all. 

Soon after the media reports, the Speaker of the House, Michael Martin, resigned, the 

ruling Labour Party created a new disciplinary panel and parliament enacted legislation to prevent 

MPs from setting their own allowances.297 Over the next three years a number of MPs from all 

three major parties (Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat) resigned voluntarily or were 

deselected by their parties. The London Metropolitan Police Service investigated the allegations 

and brought criminal charges against eight MPs and Peers. Four MPs, David Chaytor, Elliot 

Morley, Jim Devine, Eric Illsley, and two Lords, Lord Taylor of Warwick, and Lord Hanningfield 

were all convicted of false accounting under section 171(1)(b) of the Theft Act, 1968.  

Although the scale of the legislative and executive financial mismanagement differed 

markedly between Malawi and the UK there are some striking similarities between the two 

situations. In both cases it was members of the national legislature and cabinet who were involved 
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in misappropriating public funds. In both cases the systems within government did not expose the 

mismanagement: in Malawi it was an investigation into an unconnected individual’s sudden wealth 

that led police to public officials; in the UK it was a request from journalists for information on 

the spending habits of public officials. There were lengthy processes in both countries before the 

full information was revealed and the perpetrators convicted: the process in Malawi was focused 

within the government financial systems as internal and external audits were commissioned to 

investigate the extent of the mismanagement and the individuals involved; in the UK the process 

related to the attempts by the officials to conceal the information before the internal political and 

legislative accountability mechanisms were triggered which led to the resignation of MPs and 

Lords. And, as a result of these processes both Malawian and British government officials were 

criminally investigated, prosecuted and convicted.   

In his commentary on the UK scandal Allen stresses that misconduct itself is expected and 

noted that “misconduct and scandal are features of legislative life almost everywhere”298 and added 

that the British Parliament had very few formal rules and official oversight because “MPs were 

presumed to be ‘honourable’.”299 This is important to recognise because it demonstrates that the 

UK does not have a history of no corruption in their legislative and executive branches, and in fact 

has a weak history of oversight. Allen also makes the important observation that increasing the 

oversight may lead to an appearance of increased wrongdoing simply because the oversight 

mechanisms are exposing previously untouched conduct.300 But, importantly, he underscored the 
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fact that “although institutional failings can be fixed, misconduct in some form or another will 

almost inevitably recur”.301 

From a comparison of these two scandals we can conclude that neither the UK nor 

Malawian systems were able to prevent the occurrence of financial misconduct on the part of 

elected representatives. Given the implication in the good governance rhetoric in the PWC that 

donor countries are examples of the desired good governance this similarity is particularly notable 

and demonstrates the impossible standards of governance and accountability the PWC and donors 

impose on recipient countries.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The power DFID wields as both a leader in international development circles and as one of 

Malawi’s donors allows it to implement a vastly different understanding of accountability for 

corruption than the conceptualisation it sets out in its formal, written aid documents. Although 

there is a clear theoretical recognition that ex post accountability mechanisms such as the ACB, 

the police force and prosecutorial authorities should play a central role in achieving accountability, 

DFID suspended aid to Malawi following Cashgate on grounds that were not contained within its 

aid relationship. This is not unprecedented, and the examples of the aid suspensions in 1992 and 

2011 demonstrate that DFID’s decisions to suspend aid are not founded in principle, but rather 

respond to internal political dynamics and realities. When we look at this, alongside the way in 

which I demonstrated the central role corruption plays in the PWC explanation for continued poor 

economic growth, we can see how important the centrality of corruption in the good governance 

rhetoric has become in understanding accountability for corruption in a development context. It is 
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only when we examine a practical example of action taken by a donor in the wake of the exposure 

of corruption that we can see that internal contradiction I discussed in the previous chapter: despite 

the stated commitment to the ex post nature of accountability, in practice the role corruption plays 

in the narrative allows donors to take the decision to suspend aid.  

 When we examine how a scandal involving financial mismanagement on the part of elected 

officials plays out in the UK context we can see the exercise of ex post accountability in action. 

This comparison allows us to highlight the double standards applied within the donor country – 

the UK – and an aid-recipient country in respect of how that financial mismanagement is 

addressed. The ability DFID has to apply an unnaturally high standard of accountability to Malawi 

– a standard it does not achieve itself and does not set out in the aid documents – illustrates the 

structural power a donor government retains in the contemporary neoliberal development 

framework embodied in the PWC.  
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CONCLUSION 

THE TWO INCONSISTENCITES IN GLOBAL ACCOUNTABILITY 

The analysis of the UK and Malawi’s aid relationship provides us with a picture of how DFID – 

as a member of the international development aid community – interprets and applies the concept 

of accountability for corruption. By undertaking an analytical examination of the historical 

development and contemporary conceptualisation of accountability within the PWC development 

narrative (as I do in Chapter 2) we can identify the internal contradiction in the PWC exalting 

accountability (with its ex post characteristic) as a fundamental component of good governance 

while maintaining that corruption itself is the reason for countries’ continued failure to develop. 

And, by providing a comparison of Cashgate and the UK parliamentary expenses scandal we can 

recognise the double standards in accountability for corruption applied by international donors:  in 

the UK the ex post accountability mechanisms are utilised to expose and respond to allegations; in 

Malawi the existence of misconduct itself is seen as an indicator of a failure of accountability.  

Throughout this MA thesis I have argued that the only way in which we can make sense of 

this double standard is to recognise the mythical position corruption has been given within the 

PWC narrative as a symptom of poor governance and therefore an explanation for low economic 

growth. The historical development of the PWC as an approach to respond to the flaws in the 

Keynesian and WC models meant that the proponents of the PWC maintained that the only way 

to explain why state involvement in the market does not lead to economic growth is to highlight 

the rent-seeking, corruption and malfeasance on the part of the respective state, which, in turn, 

indicates a lack of good governance. As accountability is seen as a crucial component of good 

governance within the PWC literature, it follows that if corruption indicates a lack of governance, 

then it must also indicate a lack of accountability. And so – even though all the writing on 

accountability within and outside the international development framework indicates a 
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commitment to the ex post nature of accountability – in order to maintain the narrative of why 

states fail to develop, development institutions have to interpret corruption itself as evidence of a 

failure of accountability and therefore good governance. We can only understand this contradiction 

by recognising the historical factors that gave rise to the PWC.  

 

WHY DOES THIS MATTER? 

The two inconsistencies that I illustrate are important because they help to demonstrate the flaws 

in the PWC neoliberal approach to development. First, the internal inconsistency (as set out in 

Chapter Three) that the dominant understanding of accountability involving ex post mechanisms 

as a feature of good governance does not align with the assertion that corruption equates to poor 

governance provides a new example of the fundamental flaw with the PWC development 

approach. Second, by demonstrating that misappropriation of public funds by public officials 

occurs in donor and recipient countries alike but that the only difference is in how accountability 

for that misconduct is framed, we can expose the fiction that corruption is a specifically Global 

South problem and so add to the calls for a new approach to anti-corruption strategies.  

 The nature of DFID’s material and structural power within the international development 

settings explains how these inconsistencies occur and are maintained. Aid donors have material 

power simply because they have the money to distribute, but the structural power that DFID (and 

other donors) have as a result of the global political structure enables them to construct and reframe 

the interpretation and application of governance concepts in a way that advantages them and their 

taxpayers.   
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WHAT CAN WE DO? 

The focus of this thesis has been to highlight the problems with accountability for corruption within 

the PWC narrative of development. However, this identification of the problem opens up the 

possibility of future research to examine how to respond to the inconsistency and double standards 

of the practice. There are two possible strategies which I believe could build on the work done in 

this research project. 

First, demonstrating the internal inconsistencies will also contribute to the literature 

seeking to challenge the logical consistency of the PWC principles and the hegemonic power of 

its narrative and so contribute to calls for a new approach to development. In doing so, we could 

stipulate that the general understanding of accountability requires an ex post component. As I 

discussed in Chapter Two, it is this ability of accountability mechanisms to respond to government 

conduct that helps to legitimate the type of democracy the representative system has created. This 

strategy would help to remove the double standard by allowing governments like Malawi’s to 

utilise their ex post mechanisms in the same way as governments in the donor community.  

Second, because this research adds to the literature exposing the PWC fiction of 

corruption’s central role in the explanation of continued global poverty it highlights the 

weaknesses of focusing on financial and economic achievements as the object of good governance. 

This then gives us the space to construct a reorientation of what it is that we want accountability – 

as a feature of good governance – to achieve. Here, Moncrieffe’s relational accountability can 

shape our formulation of the alternative. She quotes Subramaniam who defines three spheres of 

accountability in government: accountability for public funds; for the use of governmental power; 

and for its responsiveness to the electorate’s needs and desires,302 and she places particular 
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emphasis on the last sphere. She argues that, because accountability is social and political, focusing 

on the purely technical and procedural reality of accountability mechanisms clouds a true analysis 

of the efficacy of accountability.303 For Moncrieffe, the objective of accountability is to create 

justice, and when accountability is interpreted simply as a technical process it can facilitate and 

shield injustice.304 

If we emphasise that the ultimate goal of international development is social justice, and 

see the focus on economic growth as a tool that has only emerged as a result of the hegemonic 

neoliberal thinking in international development, we can reconceptualise what we want 

accountability to achieve. Although there have been numerous contributions to the literature 

critiquing the principles of the PWC and the inconsistencies with the Paris Declaration, I agree 

with Engel and Brown and Cloke that the only way we can provide effective and progressive 

alternatives to the current approach to anti-corruption globally is to step outside the fence created 

and maintained by the PWC. In order to create a more just and effective global order the current 

development structure needs to be overhauled. Reconceptualising accountability for corruption 

may be one way in which to do this.  
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