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CHAPTER 2

Infrastructure, Development and Neoliberalism
in Africa: The Concept of Transport Corridors

SIDY CISSOKHO

Introduction

Infrastructure in general, and transport infrastructure in particular, are the focus
of an increasing number of social science studies. While most have concen-
trated on how populations have adopted them, few have looked at how they
were perceived before they were established. However, the ways these physical
creations are viewed and justified do not merely stimulate a simple narrative with
no connection to the uses that can be made of them. Instead, they define much
of what they actually are, as well as the limits within which they are created and
used. Starting out from this premise, this chapter will trace the trajectory of one
of the main intellectual constructs through which roads, ports and railways are
conceived by development actors in Africa: the ‘corridor’

This archacological work is all the more important because the term ‘corridor’
is used both by those who think and implement these infrastructures in the
expert domain, and by those who are responsible for producing a critical
discourse about them in the academic domain. This situation certainly concerns
other notions of the development world. However, it is not without its problems,
for how can a critical discourse be produced on the physical and institutional
achievements designated by the expression ‘corridors’ without distancing itself,
at least for a time, from the forms of knowledge and presuppositions that
contribute to making this category legitimate? The concept of corridors does
not refer to a mere association of infrastructures: it gives it a particular meaning.
It entails a certain representation of a territory based on regional, not national,
divisions. In addition, the rhetoric around the formation of these transnational
spaces, which are intended to be free of any constraints that might hinder the
circulation of goods, makes free trade the main vector of development, thereby
making transport infrastructure the material support for what is an eminently
liberal project.

35
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36 SIDY CISSOKHO

Rather than on infrastructure itself or the science and technology that
enable its construction, this chapter focuses on how the narrative that justifies
their existence has developed. This will require us to combine archival material
with informal conversations and observations made during an ethnographic
immersion among expert networks that advocate for this type of policies.! It
will take us on a journey through scientific and expert publications, summary
reports, audit reports, internal correspondences of international organisations
(when they are available), and will even follow the work of the individuals and
groups who deliver this discourse on the international stage, from one organi-
sation or forum to another. The purpose of this chapter is not to uncover the
origin of the notion of ‘corridors, but rather to identify the starting point(s) of
its investment by development practitioners, the variations, hesitations, as well
as the contradictions inherent in the elaboration of the discourses with which
this category is associated.

When everything is taken together, it reveals the intellectual history of an
expression and its uses. It also exposes some of the mechanisms that have enabled
the neoliberal agenda to prevail and prosper in the small world of development.
Indeed, the rise of the use of the concept of ‘corridors” has been in fact a response
to the exhaustion of the justifications that had surrounded the construction of
transport infrastructure in the development field since the post-war period. This
made it possible to match the motivations surrounding this type of investment
with the neoliberal thought that dominated the intellectual world in the 1970s
and made the construction of transport infrastructure a necessary prelude to the
creation of transnational free trade zones.? Since the time it was founded, this
branch of public policy and the beliefs it conveys have continued their process
of institutionalisation at the heart of an ensemble of international actors who
still contribute to its existence today. Our review of the various stages of devel-
opment and dissemination of the notion of corridors further demonstrates that

I This chapter parallels the overview of various territories conducted between 2016
and 2019. It is first of all the product of a compilation of informal interviews,
observations and archival work at the World Bank in Washington, D.C. and with
European Union personnel in Brussels. It is also the result of observational work at
meetings attended by development practitioners devoted to transport infrastruc-
tures and trade liberalisation in various West African capitals. To all of this we
added the documentary research (reports, publications, documents and projects)
we carried out over the course of these three years.

2 On thevictory of neoliberal ideas during the 1970s, see Philip Mirowski and Dieter
Plehwe (eds), The Road from Mount Pelerin. The Making of the Neoliberal Thought
Collective, London, 2009.
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INFRASTRUCTURE, DEVELOPMENT AND NEOLIBERALISM IN AFRICA 37

the structures of the market economy, of which transport infrastructures have
become the backbone, are the product of an ongoing political effort rather than
a spontancous natural reality.?

The Keynesian Moment: Transport Infrastructures and the
Developmentalist Imagination

At the root of the developmentalist discourse in the immediate aftermath of
the Second World War, the link between development and the construction of
transport infrastructure was obvious;* however, this link was not made explicit
until much later, at the end of the 1960s. It emerged partly from the increasing
importance attributed by think tanks to the rationalisation of developmen-
talist thinking in the US. In the wake of the New Deal and the Keynesian
thinking that still dominated certain spheres of thought at the time, heavy public
investment in transport infrastructure was seen as a way of compensating for
underdevelopment by contributing to the ‘Big Push’

As the developmentalist paradigm gradually spread in the immediate
aftermath of the Second World War financing transport infrastructure became a
key activity of the international institutions.® The construction of railways, roads
and ports is considered to be one of the essential factors — if not zhe factor — for
driving development. In the early 1960s, therefore, the construction of transport
infrastructure became one of the World Bank’s main areas of activity. Although
Africa remained neglected, the Bank was carrying out important work in this
field in Latin America and India. The same was true of the European Economic

3 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation, Boston, 1957.

4 Gilbert Rist, Le Développement: Histoire dune Croyance Occidentale, Paris, 1996.

5 On this subject, sce Thomas Medvetz, Think Tanks in America?, Chicago, 2012.
The expression is borrowed from developmental economist Paul Rosenstein-Rodan,
who theorised the idea in the 1940s. It was subsequently used by Walter Whitman
Rostow. For its use in connection with the development in the transport sector, see
Sergio Oliete Josa and Francesc Magriny, Patchwork in an Interconnected World:
The Challenges of Transport Networks in Sub-Saharan Africa, Transport Reviews,
38:6, 2018, pp. 710-36, p. 717,

¢ Some recent works have suggested that the idea of ‘development’ was born in the
inter-war period, thereby challenging the timeline suggested by Rist. As we are
primarily interested in the institutionalisation of this school of thought, however, we
adopt the timeline suggested by Rist. Véronique Plata-Stenger, ‘Mission Civilisatrice,
Réforme Sociale et Modernisation: L'Oit et le Développement Colonial dans
I'Entre-Deux-Guerres, Relations Internationales, 177:1, 2019, pp. 15-29.
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38 SIDY CISSOKHO

Community (EEC), which was also already one of six main providers of funds
in this sector at the time.”

Transport infrastructure construction was not supported by any official
discourse during this period, however. For the bureaucrats, the significance of
transport infrastructures in public development policies was a natural conse-
quence. The construction of transport infrastructure has been important element
of the actions taken by the Bretton Woods organisations since their creation in
the post-war context, where this type of infrastructure was particularly targeted.
Also, many of the employees of organisations that were promoting the devel-
opmentalist paradigm — whether they belong to the World Bank or the EEC
— had come from colonial administrations.® Still, transport was at the heart of
the public policy being led by these administrations.” There was also a second
pool of international civil servants responsible for designing public development
policies who had come from national administrations in which transport infra-
structure was also seen as an important element of growth.'

It was not until the early 1960s that what had seemed to be obvious actually
took the form of a structured discourse in the development sector. Although the
EEC was already one of the largest providers of infrastructure construction, it was
not in its immediate environment that this discourse was being developed, but
rather in Washington, D.C." One particular research programme was emblematic
of the formation of this discourse: the Transport Research Program, which was
financed through a co-operation between the US and the World Bank. It was
created in the early 1960s, and distributed its final publication at the end of the

7 Wilfred Owen, Strategy for Mobility, Washington, D.C., 1964, p. 171.

8 Véronique Dimier, ‘Politiques Indigénes en France et en Grande—Bretagne dans les
Années 1930: Aux Origines Coloniales des Politiques de Développement, Politique
et Sociétés, 24:1, 2005, pp. 73-99.

9  Hélene d’Almeida-Topor, Chantal Chanson-Jabeur and Monique Lakroum (eds),
Les Transports en Afrigue XIXe-XXe Siécle, Paris, 1992.

10 See, for example, Hugh S. Norton, National Transportation Policy: Formation and
Implementation, Berkeley, 1967, but also, more broadly, works such as John K.
Galbraith, Le Nouvel Etat Industriel: Essai sur le Systéme Economique Américain,
Paris, 1968.

11 Until the 1990s, and even later, the European Union did not make its presence felt
as a meaningful producer among the players in international aid. See: Véronique
Dimier, The Invention of a European Development Aid Bureaucracy: Recycling Empire,
Basingstoke, 2014, in particular p. 152.
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1980s.1> One of America’s oldest and largest think tanks, the Brookings Institution,
was commissioned to carry out the work. In order to do so, it brought together
not only its permanent think tank employees but also outside consultants from
academia, who were exclusively economists. All together, they exported their
conception of transport infrastructure role in economic development forged in
the US national context, in the development field.

The arguments that were developed in the various publications associated
with this programme are symptomatic of the justifications elaborated during
the 1960s and 1970s around the construction of transport infrastructure in
Sub-Saharan Africa. In order to understand the emergence of this discourse
at that particular moment, we need to look at the history of the institution
from which it originated. The birth of the Transport Research Program corre-
sponded to the shift by many Washington think tanks from national policies
to development policies. The Brookings Institution belongs to the first wave
of American think tanks created in the US in the early twentieth century by
forward-thinking philanthropic businessmen.?

After playing an important role in defining the central elements of US
domestic policy, these institutions espoused the immediate post-war movement
designed by the US, which was increasingly invested in international affairs.!*
The type of discourse think tanks delivered also benefited from the significant
status acquired by the expertise gained from legitimising public policy during
the war effort. These institutions won numerous foreign policy contracts from
the American government and other Washington-based organisations, not just
nationally, but also internationally.

12 A series was published as part of this project. All the published works were reviewed
in the various specialist journals of the time. Strategy for Mobility, by Owen Wilson;
Transport Investment and Economic Development, edited by Gary Fromm; Government
Controls on Transport: An African Case, by Edwin T. Haefele and Eleanor B. Steinberg;
The Impact of Highway Investment on Development, by George W. Wilson, Barbara
R. Bergmann, Leon V. Hirsch and Martin S. Klein; Transport and the Economic
Integration of South America, by Robert T. Brown; Sovier Transport Experience: Its
Lessons for Other Countries, by Holland Hunter; and Distance and Development:
Transport and Communications in India, by Wilfred Owen.

13 Donald E. Abelson, ‘From Policy Research to Political Advocacy: The Changing
Role of Think Tanks in American Politics, Canadian Review of American Studies,
25:1, 1995, pp. 93-126; Gerald Freund, Narcissism and Philanthropy: Ideas and
Talent Denied, New York, 1996.

14 See in particular the chronology produced in Donald E. Abelson, Do Think Tanks
Matter? Assessing the Impact of Public Policy Institutes, Montreal, 2002, pp. 17-49.
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40 SIDY CISSOKHO

The career path of Wilfred Owen, the director of the programme, makes
this interweaving of national administrations, international administrations
and networks of experts that was specific to the US capital easier to under-
stand.”® Wilfred Owen was educated as an economist at Harvard in the early
1930s.' Immediately after graduating, he joined the Highway Research Board
in Washington, a division of the US National Research Council. Created in
the early 1920s, the Highway Research Board advised the US administration
at a federal level. Throughout the 1940s, he was one of the experts on the
National Resources Planning Board, which Roosevelt had created to support
his New Deal policy by providing studies on a number of important topics.
He then moved into the private sector and joined the Brookings Institution,
where he started out producing analyses of US domestic transport policy.”
When the organisation became increasingly involved in drafting reports on
US foreign policy and foreign countries, Wilfred Owen’s career became inter-
national. His expertise in transport grew, and he worked on the preparation
of reports for the World Bank, the US Agency for International Development
(USAID), the Asian Development Bank and the Ford Foundation in Asia,
Africa and Latin America.

The discourse that developed in the various studies from the Transport
Research Program was clear. The challenge was to bring the relationship between
transport and economic growth up to date, and so transport, and through it
the mobility of goods and people, was placed at the heart of the development
issue. The construction of transport infrastructure was not the only condition
for economic development, but it was a central one. Other intellectual output
from organisations on a similar path to the Brookings Institution reinforced
this argument, as was the case, for example, with the ‘mobility index’ developed
from the statistical work carried out by the International Road Federation.
This organisation had played an important role in disseminating road-building
standards in the immediate post-war era, and its experts now collaborated with
the United Nations, and even the World Bank, in the 1960s.

The index below reproduces the major distinction between ‘developed’ and
‘undeveloped’ countries popularised by the American discourse in the immediate
post-war period. It introduces another division between ‘mobile” and ‘immobile’

15 See also the career path of Albert O. Hirschman, which is retraced in Jeremy
Adelman, Worldly Philosopher: The Odyssey of Albert O. Hirschman, Princeton, 2014.

16 A piece by Graeme Zielinski published in the Washington Post on 6 December 2001
on the death of Wilfred Owen.

17 Charles L. Dearing and Wilfred Owen, National Transportation Policy, Washington,
D.C., 1949.
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societies. As a result of this rhetorical work, the discourse on infrastructure is
directly superimposed on that on development.

Table 2.1. Index of per capita GNP and the mobility of nations, 1961.

Country GNP Freight mobility ~ Passenger mobility
Immobile nations

Ethiopia 32 1.7 1.7
Pakistan 5.5 6.7 8.3
India 5.9 10.0 11.5
Ghana 14.6 10.1 95
Columbia 20.8 11.3 9.2
Peru 13.3 12.7 10.8
Algeria 20.6 17.3 16.0
Greece 317 17.8 18.7
Mexico 23.0 27.8 22.8
Mobile nations

Japan 372 30.5 46.3
Spain 275 332 34.8
Chile 33.3 38.2 36.2
UK 104.0 86.0 94.5
Sweden 130.8 93.0 104.5
France 100.0 100.0 100.0
West Germany 1054 99.3 91.0
(0N 2073 189.0 1472
Canada 1479 2231 1489

Source: Adapted from Owen, Strategy for Mobility, p. 14.

Beyond the simple correlation between development and mobility revealed
by the use of numbers, the challenge at the time was to manage the causal
link between the two elements in a way that reflected the canons of scientific
discourse as closely as possible. Was transport infrastructures a condition or a
consequence of development? In the literature produced by expert circles in
Washington, proof of this causal link necessitated repeated calls for examples
from American history in which roads and, even more, railways, occupied a
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42 SIDY CISSOKHO

significant place.”® In the context of the Cold War, however, the example of
communist countries served as a foil. Behind the opposition to it lay criticism
of the Soviet Union’s planning policies, and to a lesser extent those of China.”
The leverage effect on development induced by investment in transport infra-
structure was also seen as being closely linked to the forms taken by existing
political and social structures. The combination offered by the examples of
developed countries — the Soviet Union aside — therefore served to define a
path to development through transport.

Wilfred Owen’s adaptation of the famous stages of development of industrial
societies, which had been theorised by the economist Walt Whitman Rostow
a few years carlier, shows that undeveloped countries corresponded to stages 1
and 2 and communist countries to stage 3, notably due to their emphasis on
rail.2° The US corresponded to stages 4 and 5.

First was the period of immobility and traditional society. In this period,
it was difficult and costly to develop trade and cultural relations on any
large scale except where channels of communications were provided by the
rivers and oceans. The pattern of living emerging from these conditions was
predominately one of localised agriculture and handicraft industries with
a minimum of economic integration and social intercourse. Most people
of the world still live in this initial stage of primitive transport, and their
efforts to break out of a subsistence environment and to achieve a better
life are being thwarted by the same barriers to movement that plagued all
generations before them.

A second stage of transport development was the period of internal
improvements and the growth of trade. Human and animal power was
made much more effective by the development of turn pikes and canals,
which reduced the cost of transport by traditional methods of moving
on land and water. This period of declining transport cost saw both an
expansion of capacity and a lengthening of the radius of trade and travel.

A third stage in the evolutionary process toward greater mobility and
higher standard of living was the period of transport mechanisation and
industrialisation. This was the period of steam power, which introduced
both the steamship and the first railways. It was a period marked by heavy

18 Robert W. Fogel, Railroads and American Economic Growth: Essays in Econometric
History, Baltimore, 1964.

19 Ernest W. Williams, Freight Transportation in the Soviet Union, including Comparisons
with the United States, Princeton, 1962.

20 Walt Whitman Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist
Manifesto, Cambridge, 1960, in particular pp. 4-16.
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investments in transportation, as well as the establishment of a wide
assortment of manufacturing industries.

A fourth period in the evolution of transport has been the development
of motorisation and the new mobility. This has been an era marked by
growing dependence on trucks, buses and automobiles, and by extensive
effort to provide all-weather roads. This is the period when people and
economic activity were freed from the limited mileage of fixed routes
provided by railways ad water ways.

A fifth stage still in the process of development is the air age and
the conquest of distance, a period in which the world is being united by
transport speeds that are obliterating political boundaries and adding a
third dimension to the solution of transport problems. This stage, however,
has not yet affected local and short-haul transport that comprises a major
part of the transport problem.”!

We should not over-emphasise the producers’ reasoning in this discussion,
however, as the extract suggests, for those who believed in the link between
mobility and development, the issue of the specificity of the social, political
and economic structures of so-called undeveloped countries raised the question
of the relevance of this model outside the West. What was being questioned
was not the model to be achieved — which was that of the US — but rather the
inescapable nature of the steps required to achieve it. According to the prevailing
economic theories of the time, the heavy public investment in transport infra-
structure had to enable developing countries to catch up, without repeating the
mistakes made by their North American ‘big brother’

The role of the US, and especially Washington, in creating schools of thought
on the place of transport infrastructure in the development process, may seem
surprising in view of the other development topics from the same period. It
is linked above all to the available sources, which originated in the American
capital and its microcosm of experts, think tanks and national and international
officials, the main producers of the discourse associating transport infrastructure
with development. Representatives of other organisations located in Europe or
elsewhere that were involved in financing infrastructure construction did also
have their own vision of the role of transport infrastructure in development.
During this period, for example, the media division of the Directorate-General
for International Cooperation and Development of the European Union (Le
Courrier Afrique — Caraibes — Pacifique — Union Européenne) kept track of

21 Owen, Strategy for Mobility, pp. 35-37.
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44 SIDY CISSOKHO

this thinking in opinion pieces produced by European Union officials.?? But it
was only in the US that we saw a systematic shaping of this belief in the form of
research projects, scientific articles, books, indicators and a field of research in its
own right.?> Over the next few decades, the central importance of Washington
only increased, as the World Bank’s dominance in the production of devel-
opment knowledge became more significant.

The Neoliberal Moment:
Transport and Free-Trade Infrastructures

The belief in a link between development and the construction of transport
infrastructure continued to form the basis for justifying transport infrastructure
projects, even though it may have been the subject of heated discussions. The ways
in which this belief was expressed modified though to accommodate changes
in the developmental paradigm, especially with the advent of the Washington
Consensus.?* At the end of the 1980s, the myth that associated the construction
of transport infrastructure with development was perpetuated through the
notions of ‘transport corridors, ‘economic corridors’ and later ‘development
corridors’ The formation of transnational spaces in which goods would be able
to circulate unhindered became one of the preferred paths to development.
More than mobility, it was now free trade that infrastructure had explicitly
come to support. This reformulation was essentially the product of World Bank
personnel, whose transport discourse dominated the 1990s.%

Apparently, the World Bank’s use of the term did not just signal the proximity
of the sphere of development to the economy, as it had in the immediate

22 Behind these seemingly rational narratives, it would seem that political interests
were at the forefront. Infrastructure was used as a way of buying African elites, who
were easily able to capitalise on their construction. See Véronique Dimier, Recycling
Empire, in particular p. 152.

25 See, for example, the birth of the Journal of Transport Economics and Policy in 1967.

24 Yves Dezalay and Bryant Garth, ‘Le “Washington consensus”: Contribution 4 une
Sociologie de 'Hégémonie du Néolibéralisme, Actes de la Recherche en Sciences
Sociales, 121-22, 1998, pp. 3-22.

25 For more on this subject, see Josa and Magrinya’s review paper, ‘Patchwork in an
Interconnected World; at p. 7. The role of this organisation in the formulation of the
logic that underlies a large number of development policies has been highlighted in
numerous studies. See, for example, Michael Goldman, “The Birth of a Discipline:
Producing Authoritative Green Knowledge, World Bank-Style, Ethnography, 2:2,
2001, pp. 191-217.

This title is available under the Creative Commons license CC-BY-NC.

This book is based on research from a European Research Council (ERC) Advanced Grant
for the project