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Abstract
The international economic system believe that foreign aid is an
important  and  speedy  means  of  developing  capacity  for  the
advancement  of  economic  success  of  developing  nations.  They
think of it  as the panacea of  sort for what ails  those economies.
Foreign aid “is a form of assistance by a government or financial
institution to other needy countries, which could be in the form of
cash or kind (Ajayi, 2000). Foreign aid can also be; investment,
soft  loan,  infrastructure  development,  military  assistance  and
trainings,  etc.  it  can also come from individuals or  institutions
such  as  the  Bill  and  Melinda  Gates  foundation,  or  other
international institutions.
This article examines if the concept foreign aid to poor countries by
the wealthy ones have been entirely altruistic or do they have some
political connotations to it? Poor countries to which aid has been
granted has been known to be home to obsolete technology from the
rich nations, besides they are often the market for goods from the
metropole as well as cheap labor for them. It is also realized that the
donors of foreign aid are the beneficiaries of enormous influence on
the recipients of the aid. In examining the concept of foreign aid
this  article  see  an  exchange  between  unequal  partners  which
benefits the stronger partner mostly to the detriment of the weaker
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one.  While  foreign aid has not panned out as it  was projected,
there has been some limited benefits to the poor African nations
who have benefited from it.

Introduction
Foreign aid is the act by one country or international organization to help
a country in terms of supplying goods, services and monetary aid. The aid
can be in the form of military assistance, medical aid, food and training. It
can also be in the form of financial loan. The aim can range from fighting
poverty  or  promoting  development,  it  is  principally  provided  by
developed countries to underdeveloped ones.
There are also many organizations and private citizens who provide aid
either financial or otherwise to underdeveloped countries including Bill
and Melinda Gates foundation among others. Bill Gates has expressed his
desire to end poverty and polio in the world and expressed the hope that
if aid is planned properly and channeled correctly, the world can feel its
efficacy and its importance to this effect.  Some other organizations that
also provide aid include World Bank,  United Nations Children’s  Fund,
International Monetary Fund, IMF, etc.
In  most  cases,  foreign  aid  represents  financial  transactions  made  or
guaranteed  by  one  government  to  another  especially  from  advanced
countries to developing countries. There is an understanding that foreign
aids  advance  the  economies  of  developing  countries,  but  this  also  ties
these economies to those of developed countries who are offering the aid.
Foreign  aid  “is  a  form  of  assistance  by  a  government  or  financial
institution  to  other  needy  countries,  which  could  be  in  cash  or  kind”
(Ajayi, 2000).
The major point of observation would include if foreign aids have helped
or destroyed state institutions in Africa?  How correct is the perception
that some African countries depend on development assistance to conduct
government  operations?  And  what  roles  do  poor  leadership;
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mismanagement  of  national  resources  and  the  preferment  of  self-
aggrandizement and primordial interest over and above national interest
in Africa affect foreign aids in the development of African countries?
The Concept of Foreign Aids
One  of  the  principles  of  the  Breton  Wood  system  in  1914  was  the
establishment of aids. The thinking was that there should be free capital
market which would allow unrestricted inflow of foreign aid. It was on the
basis of this thinking that the Marshall Aid Assistance to the tune of $17.5
billion  was  granted  to  European  countries  to  resuscitate  their  ruined
economies  following the Second World War (Todaro,  1977).  Ever since,
foreign aid has been the utter fixture of indubitable economic experience
in international system.
This concept upholds foreign aid as the “international transfer of public
funds in the form of loans or grants either directly from one government
to another or indirectly through multilateral assistance agencies such as
the  World Bank,  IMF,  etc.  Economists  of  this  school  of  thought  define
foreign aid as, any capital flow to a developing country that meets two
criteria; a) its objectives should be non-commercial from the point of view
of the donor, and b) is characterized by non-concessional terms, that is the
interest rate and repayment period for borrowed capital should be softer
i.e. less stringent than commercial terms (Todaro, 1977).

Understanding Foreign Aids
The belief in the international economic system is that foreign aid is a very
important speedy vehicle in the capacity for the advancement of economic
development  of  developing  countries.  That  it  need  be  used  by  the
recipient nation according to its blueprint of its development programs. It
can be in the form of economic assistance such as;

a) Investment in the economy of the needy nation
b) Loan
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c) Infrastructural  development  and  military  assistance  as  in  the
instances like;

a) Supply of military hardware at subsidized rates
b) Military agreements,  bilateral or multilateral,  loose or solid or in

the form of defense pact
c) Supply of military technical assistance such as military presence to

a country in conflict or war with another
d) Military subversions, coup, assassinations, etc

This concept clearly shows that foreign aid is not synonymous with loan.
Foreign Aid is more comprehensive and encompassing, though loan can
be attached in foreign aid. Broadly speaking, loan is money or other thing
of value that an organization, individual, country or institution lends out
and usually with interest.  Foreign aid can be divided into three broad
categories of bilateral, multilateral and private (Todaro, 2010).
Bilateral foreign aid is a financial outflow from one country to another. It
involves capital outflow between two countries (Ukpong, 2017). Bilateral
aid can be in the forms of development loan which is usually repayable
within  long  term  duration  within  long  term  duration.  Technological
assistance involves the technical and managerial know-how and transfer of
technology  for  substitution.  There  is  also  the  Nigerian  Technical  Aids
Scheme (Technical Aids Corp) by which Nigerian Professionals are sent to
needy  countries.  Military  cooperation  can  be  between  a  militarily
powerful  nation  and  a  relatively  weak  one  (Ukpong,  2017).  Military
weapons, equipment and training of the needy country military personnel
are equally subsidized at lower rates as components of aid pacts.  Grant is
used by wealthy nations like USA, Canada, Switzerland, United Kingdom
etc, to give aids to less developed countries to carry out specific programs
for  infrastructure  and social  services  development  etc.  what  the  donor
countries  do  is  to  supervise  the  implementation  of  these  programs  to
police them for accountability and that they are complying with their set
standards.
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Multilateral  aid  is  the  capital  outflow  of  international  financial  bodies
instead of from government to government. This amounts to about 40% of
global  aids  assistance  to  developing  countries.   This  private  capital
outflows  covers  all  direct  investment  input  credits  and  portfolio
investment by trans-national corporations and commercial banks (Todaro,
2010).  Bilateral  aids  are  tied  to  specific  conditions  which  results  in
dependent  relationship  of  the  receiving  country  to  the  giving  nation.
Multilateral aids such as those from the World Bank and the IMF have
very stiff conditions which borrower countries must satisfy so they can
enjoy their credit facilities. Those stiff and uncompromising conditions or
prescriptions include; privatization, devaluation of the nation’s currency,
democratization,  liberalization,  etc  which  are  often  draconian  on
developing countries and are indeed on size fit all policies which might be
what a particular borrowing country’s economy needs to be stimulated for
growth.

Theoretical Explanation of Foreign Aid in Africa
Several theoretical approaches have been developed to explain the concept
of foreign aid by developed economies to the developing countries. The
purpose  of  theoretical  analysis  is  to  establish  a  rational,  justifiable,
scientific and defensible explanation why developed countries grant aid to
developing nations. For the purpose of this discussion, we shall attempt to
discuss  only  two  of  those  theories.  There  is  the  modernization  theory
espoused by Max Weber, its alternative called dependency theory which
came from the left and the traditional or big push argument.
Modernization  theory  is  used  to  explain  the  process  within  societies
which refers to a model of progressive transition from a pre-modern or
traditional to a modern society. The theory looks at the internal factors of a
country while assuming that with assistance, traditional countries can be
brought to development in the same manner more developed countries
have  been.  This  theory  attempts  to  identify  the  social  variables  that
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contribute to social progress and development of societies and seeks to
explain the process of social evolution. It stresses the process of change as
well as the responses to that change. Looking at the internal dynamics it
also  refers  to  social  and cultural  structures  and the  adaptation  of  new
technologies. It supposes that societies will develop as they adopt modern
practices,  making modern  states  wealthier  and more  powerful  as  their
citizens are freer to enjoy a higher standard of living (Wikipedia). 
The  traditional  development  economics  view  foreign  aid  as  a  tool  for
overcoming  the  savings  gap  in  developing  countries.  It  bases  its
assumption on the fact that the third  World is poor because it lacks the
capital necessary for making income generating investments for which aid
can help close this financial gap or they will be stuck in a poverty trap.
They portray aid as the necessary catalyst for investment that would, in
turn,  lead  to  growth  and  presumably  initialize  an  upward  path  to
economic  development  (Schabbel,  2007).  This  big  push  paradigm
prescribes  a  comprehensive  package  of  massive  aid  transfers  and
widespread  reforms  that  aim  to  tackle  multiple  socio-economic
pathologies quickly and simultaneously. The belief in this paradigm is that
such shock therapy can end extreme poverty for the world’s bottom billion
by 2025 (Sachs, 2015). How doable or rather achievable this therapy can
work is yet to be determined but experience makes this argument much
more concerning because no evidence shows that this big push paradigm
actually works (Farah, 2009).
On the opposite ledger to modernization is the dependency theory which
argues that the underdevelopment of poor nations in the third world is
derived from the systematic and imperial neo-colonial exploitation of raw
materials (Abhijeet, 2016). It is a situation in which the economy of certain
countries is  conditioned by the development and expansion of  another
economy to which the former is subjected (Dos Santos, 1970). This means
that  the  resources  typically  flow  from  the  periphery  of  poor  and
underdeveloped states to a core of wealthy states, enriching the later at the
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expense of the former.  Those poor states are impoverished and rich ones
enriched by the way the poor states are integrated into the world system
(Frank, 2013).
The theoretical analysis that seems best suited in explaining this concept
of  granting  aids  to  African  countries  by  the  developed  nations  is  the
dependency theory. The rational for adopting the dependency theory is
that it explains the nature of economic relationship between countries of
the world and the factors that forge one group of countries to depend on
another  group  of  countries.  This  theory  explains  that  countries  are
economically separated along the lines of prosperity, in which countries
that are economically prosperous and politically stable are referred to as
developed while those that are economically backward are termed third
world countries.
Developed  countries  rather  known  as  the  core  are  those  in  Western
Europe  and  North  America  while  the  underdeveloped  are  in  the
periphery  or  backward  countries  are  mostly  in  Asia,  Africa  and Latin
America. Dependency theory attempts to pinpoint and specifically explain
the facts that influence this sharp difference in the level of development
between the developed countries and the undeveloped countries.

The Politics of Foreign Aid
The former Prime Minister of Britain, Mr. Tony Blair once remarked that
Africa “is a scar on the conscience of the world” (Kabonga, 2017).  Moyo
(2009) echoed similar sentiment as Mr. Tony Blair and putting forward his
rationale  for  providing  aids  to  Africa.  While  Africa  is  home  to  huge
proportion of world’s bottom billion, Sub-Saharan Africa has attracted a
substantial proportion of the amount of aid over the centuries. Unaware of
the link between donor aid and dependency, Africa has thus far received
US$1 trillion in development related aid for the past fifty years (Kabonga,
2017). Instead of taking Africa out of poverty, the resultant dependency

The Politics of Foreign Aid in Africa    401



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

had stifled growth that has characterized developments in Africa (Moyo,
2009).
Donor aid is given because of the economic interest of the donor country,
because  aid  promotes  employment  and  exports  in  the  donor  country
(Kabona,  2017).  If  aid  promotes  export  and  employment  in  the  donor
country, there is the impetus to give it.  This can be explained in why the
United States is unrivalled in giving aid. We can take a look at the food
grain industry  in  the developed countries  such as the United States  of
America as an example.  The United States producers of food grain benefit
from such assistance, their workers in the maritime industry gain from the
cargo preferences in haulage,  the U.S engineering companies gain from
contracts associated with infrastructure development projects. They also
benefit from the technical expertise in the development of grain milling
and  processing  industry  in  poorer  countries  which  is  remarkably
spearheaded  by  the  demand  for  food  and  feed  grain  from  the  donor
country (Kabona, 2017). In all of these processes gainful employment is
created in the United States to support the food aid project to the poor
country and not the other way round.
Yet  another  example  in  which  aid  was  designed  to  benefit  the  donor
nation and create a dependency of the receiving one is in Zimbabwe. In
2005, USAID gave Zimbabwe US$15 billion for five years to fight HIV and
AIDS. They attached indescribable strings and conditionalities to it. The
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) responsible for the project then
hired foreign expatriates who they paid staggering amounts of money as
salaries, by this way the money flows back to the richer country who gave
the aid. In some instances the strings that come with the donor aid do
include  the  condition  that  the  recipient  country  buy  the  goods  and
services that are needed from the giver nation of the aid especially when
comes to procurement (Moyo, 2009).
Foreign  aid  is  used  by  the  donor  countries  as  reward  for  affirmative
behavior. Western countries use aid for enforcing control over Africa and
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those that resist them are coerced into submission by threats that they will
not  receive  aid from western  powers.  An example  is  Malawi  who was
implicitly coerced into accepting homosexuality by being threatened that
support in the form of huge budgets from the USA and other funders will
be  withdrawn  if  homosexuality  is  outlawed  (Kabona,  2017).  This  way
donor aid has been used as a perfect tool of control over poorer countries
by wealthy nations.
Following the financial meltdown of 2008, the former Secretary General of
the United Nations, Mr. Kofi Anan, Michael Camdesus and Robert Rubin
warned about  the  negative  effects  of  the  financial  crisis  on developing
countries.  They  stated  “Right  now,  the  political  focus  is  on  protecting
consumers and tax payers in industrialized countries. But poor people and
poor countries could soon end up paying the heaviest price for a mess
they had no hand in creating” (Annan, et al 2008). We must note that the
major financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and
the  World  Bank  are  controlled  by  the  developed  countries  where  the
financial crisis exploded; it was the view of Annan and his colleagues that
a new global system of financial governance should involve countries of
the South, i.e. the periphery because poorer countries need have a voice at
the table too. The fact is that as in other spheres of the world economic
system, the poorer countries are being dictated to and are dependent on
the  rich  and  developed  ones  at  the  core.  Therefore  the  new  financial
governance system that Annan, et al were advocating could contribute to
weaken the dependent relationship of the periphery from the core.
The financial crisis of 2008 help explain global inequalities. It is correct to
say that the financial crisis did not adversely affect the economies of all the
countries  in  Global  South  but  those  who heavily  relied on foreign aid
which are conditioned by the economy of the core countries. Equally, oil
producing countries like Nigeria are highly reliant to any change in the
international oil and gas market and are dependent on the development of
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the economy of the Global North, this showed during the 2008 financial
crisis which led to a sharp decline in the price of crude oil.
This concept sees a deepening of the global divide between capital and
labor in the distribution of wealth and income as a result of the financial
crisis  (Petras  and  Veltmeyer,  2013).  The  view  is  that  the  North-South
divides are reinforced by the financial crisis as evident in the issue of labor
exploitation where the capitalist system profits from intense exploitation.
In continuing this argument is the position that, the increasing importance
of imperialist exploitation is evident as the share of US corporate profits
extracted  overseas  keeps  rising  at  the  expense  of  employee  in  income
growth.  That though labor exploitation affects  workers in the North as
well  as  the  South,  the  results  are  particularly  devastating  for  the
development  of  the  South  and  may  not  lead  to  eradication  of  global
inequality  but  rather  reinforce  the  gap  between  the  developed  and
developing world (Petras & Veltmeyer, 2013).
This  concept  correlates  to  dependency because any disturbances  in  the
core countries do automatically have a negative effect on the periphery
because the economy of the South is conditioned by the development of
the economy of the North to which they are subjected.
The explanation of the politics of the foreign aid in Africa is premised on;

a) Poor  countries  providing  natural  resources,  cheap  labor,  the
destination  of  obsolete  technology  and  market  to  the  wealthy
nations,  without  this  they could not have the standard of  living
they are enjoying.

b) The wealthy nations in reality perpetuate a state of dependency by
various means, some of which have been discussed above some of
which  include  economics,  media  control,  politics,  banking  and
finance, education, culture, sports and all other spheres of human
development.

c) Wealthy  nations  vehemently  counter  the  attempts  and efforts  of
dependent countries to resist their influences by means of economic
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sanctions, use of military force and arm twisting as was seen in the
case of Malawi and Nigeria in the homosexuality (Rourke, 2005).

Conclusion
We cannot just see foreign aid as benevolence between two countries or
institutions and an underdeveloped country; it has to be considered as a
business affair in its intent and content. Its nature, dealings and manner
must be business-like. Foreign loan is not a free gift of nature so recipient
countries must ensure that they put in place in its design and structure a
mechanism of coping with the conditional ties  that  are attached rather
than  complaining  about  it  after  the  facts.  When  loans  are  attached  to
foreign aids, they must be seen as interest yielding, with lots of ideological
underpinnings to impose the donor country’s ideology on the recipient
country in order to dominate their control of the recipient country.
Another challenge of foreign aid is the dearth of culture in the financial
transparency and accountability in developing countries. Corruption has
become a national virtue instead of vice among national officers so much
so that public funds are diverted to private use. In Nigeria, it is common
for  public  officials  to  divert  public  funds  into  private  bank  accounts.
Corruption and wastage have placed huge limitations on the economic
development in the developing countries which is a  condition that has
retarded national  growth and economic development.  This  thwarts  the
entire purpose of foreign aid to developing countries.
An  important  ingredient  in  accelerating  national  development  in
developing countries who receive foreign aid is leadership. Leadership is
central in terms of political will and the ability to galvanize and harness
the  resources  available  for  the  attainment  of  national  objectives.
Purposeful  leadership  and  an  honest  management  style  can  inspire
confidence in restructuring the economy for development.

References

The Politics of Foreign Aid in Africa    405



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

Abuzeid, F. (2009), Foreign Aid and the Push Theory, Lessons from Sub-
Saharan Africa.” Stanford Journal of International Relations, Vol.6,
No. 2-11

Annan, K, Camdesusus, M. Rubin, R. (2008) “Amid the Turmoil, do not
forget  the  Poor”,  Financial  Times,  October  30,  2008,
http://next.ft.com

Ayaji, K. (2000), International Administration and Economic Relations in a
Changing World, Ilorin, Majab Publishers.

Farny, E. (2016). Dependency Theory: A Useful Tool for Analysing Global
Inequalities Today? www. E-ir.info

Gillanders,  R. (2016), The Effects of Foreign Aid in Sub-Saharan Africa.
The Economic and Social Review, Vol. 47, No.3

Gukumure,  S.  (2012)”  Interrogating  Foreign  Aid  and  Sustainable
Development  Conundrum  in  African  Countries;  A  Zimbabwe
Experience  of  Debet  Trap  and  Service  delivery”.  International
Journal of Politics and Good Governance, Vol. 3, No. 3.4, Quarter
1V.

Kabonga,  I.  (2017)  “Dependency  Theory  and  Donor  Aid:  A  Critical
Analysis”  in  Africanus  Journal  of  Development  Studies,
https://upjournals.co.za/index

Kendall, D. ( ) , Sociology of our Time in Wolfgang Knobl, Theories that
Won’t  Pass  Away:  The  Never  Ending  Story  in  Gerald  Delmtry,
Emglin, F. . Handbook of Historical Sociology.

Manning,  P.  and  Barry,  Gills,  B.  K.  (eds).  (2013)Andre  Gunder  Frank
Global  Development:  Visions,  Remembrance,  and  Exploitations.
Routledge

Jhingan,  M.  L.  (2010),  Economics of  development and Planning.  39thth
edition. Vrinda Publications Limited, Delhi.

Ukpong,  U.  A.  ((2017),  Foreign Aid and African Development:  Lessons
from  Nigeria,  Journal  of  Political  Science  and  Public  Affairs,
Volume 5, Issue 3.

The Politics of Foreign Aid in Africa    406

http://next.ft.com/
https://upjournals.co.za/index


South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

Paul, Abhjeet (2016).” Dependency Theory” in John Mackenzie, (ed) The
Encyclopedia of Empire.

Modernization Encyclopedia Britanica. Retrieved on 2113-08-17. 
Todar,  M.  P.  (1977),  Economics  for  a Developing World.  Harlow,  Essex,

Longman
Todaro, M. P. (2010), Economic Development. 11th ed. Pearson Education

Limited, London
Rourke,  J.T.  ,  &  Prevehouse,  J.C.  (2012).  International  Relations  10th

Edition, Pearson, New York.
Sachs, J. (2015), The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for our Times.

Penguin Press, H.C.
Schabbel, C. (2007). The Value Chain of Foreign Aid. Heidelberg, Physica-

Verlag

The Politics of Foreign Aid in Africa    407


