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BOOK: MissiOnaries, Mercenaries 
and Misfits By rasna Warah
reVieWed By: anna White

L
ast year, former World Bank 
economist Dambisa Moyo 
made waves with the publi-
cation of her controversial 
book, Dead Aid: Why Aid 

is Not Working and How There is 
Another Way for Africa. Over the 
past 60 years, she laments, at least 
US$1 trillion of development-related 
aid has flowed into Africa, yet the 
number of people living on less than 
a dollar a day has nearly doubled. 

Moyo was not the first observer to 
contrast the size of the multi-billion 
dollar development industry and the 
blatant lack of progress on its stated 
goals. Over the past few decades, a 
number of development insiders – 
William Easterley, Robert Calderisi 
and the like – have condemned the 
impotence of the aid industry and of-
fered their critique of its failings.

With the publication of her edited 
anthology, Missionaries, Mercenaries 
and Misfits, Daily Nation columnist 
Rasna Warah adds her voice to this 
disillusioned set. 

It was whilst working as a UN bu-
reaucrat herself that Warah first began 
to question not only the effective-
ness of development assistance, but 
its entire philosophical basis. “Like 
most professionals in the develop-
ment industry,” she writes in her lucid 
introduction, “I had failed to see that 
my work and the structures within 
which I operated were self-serving.”

Echoing the arguments of post-
development provocateurs such as 
Susan George and Arturo Escobar, 
her conclusion is that ‘development’, 
in the form of donor-inspired poli-
cies that perpetuate the exploitative 
economic relations of the colonial era, 
is largely to blame for perpetuating 
poverty in Africa. What distinguishes 
this radical perspective from that of 
others frustrated with current aid 
practice is the belief that development 
cannot be ‘fixed’ – that change must 
instead be conceived in completely 
different terms.

While it is scepticism of the devel-
opment paradigm that links this as-
sortment of essays together, the book 
itself offers no sweeping theoretical 
justification for its position. Rather, 
it gives the reader a series of diverse, 
often quite personal glimpses into 
the contradictions and failings of the 
development industry in Africa. The 
contributors, who range from journal-
ists and activists to leftist scholars, are 
for the most part either based in East 
Africa or have worked in Africa as 
developmentalists, providing a much 
needed local critique of a process 
driven largely by outsiders.

In a fascinating account of the 

Maasai’s struggle for land rights, 
Kenyan writer Parselelo Kantai 
reveals modern ‘development’ taking 
the form of a US$100 million loan 
from the World Bank’s private sector 
lending arm granted to a foreign 
owned company exploiting soda ash 
on traditional Maasai land. When 
the Maasai demonstrated against 
the renewal of the illegal leases upon 
which the loan agreement was based, 
the Kenyan government violently 
suppressed the movement. Kenyan 
independence, he argues, merely led to 
a “change of guard”, with nationalist 
elites protecting a profitable post-
colonial arrangement rather than 
addressing the legitimate grievances 
of one of the country’s poorest ethnic 
groups.

While Kantai’s account focuses on 
the complicity of African governments 
and the World Bank in replicating 
colonial power structures, Fahamu 
director Firoze Manji draws atten-
tion to how development NGOs 
have, wittingly or unwittingly, played 
an integral role in reproducing the 
unequal social relations of post-
colonial Africa. The very existence of 
the ‘development experts’, he argues, 
is justified by a discourse framed not 
in the language of rights and social 
justice but in a “vocabulary of charity, 
technical expertise, neutrality, and 
a deep paternalism which was at its 
syntax.”

This inherent inequality between 
‘developers’ and ‘developees’ is at the 
heart of many of the narratives to be 
found in this anthology. Whether a 
UN bureaucrat on an inflated salary 
or an NGO volunteer “doing their 
bit” to help Africa, the very existence 
of this advantaged development set 
depends on and is justified by the 
gross inequality that exists between 
local and foreign elites and the major-
ity poor. By treating poverty as a 
‘problem’ to be solved by technical 

expertise and outside assistance, the 
donor-driven development process 
ignores, and even contributes to, the 
very issues that are at the heart of Af-
rica’s ‘underdevelopment’: the erosion 
of African peoples’ sovereignty by aid 
dependency; the perpetuation of post-
colonial economic and social relations 
by corrupt elites; and the negative 
impact of the donor-prescribed neo-
liberal policies on African economies.

It is not only the big development 
players whose failings are scrutinised. 
Social justice activist Onyango Oloo 
targets the anti-globalisation antics of 
the ‘activist elites’ at the World Social 
Forum. Often seen as the antithesis of 
donor-driven and top-down develop-
ment, he claims this “annual jamboree 
of navel-gazing, self-referencing civil 
society global trotters” merely hijacks 
the ideals, struggles and aspirations of 
real social movements. In a call ech-
oed by many of the book’s contribu-
tors, he challenges self-proclaimed 
champions of the poor and marginal-
ised to get down from their high hors-
es and do some serious introspecting 
on their activities. Author and scholar 
Issa G. Shivji extends this rebuke 
with his admonition of what he calls 
the “silences in NGO discourse”. If 
African NGOs are to become true 
catalysts of change, he maintains they 
must not only re-examine their rela-
tionships with donors, but the entire 
philosophical and political premises 
that underpin their activities.

Presumably, the main target audi-
ence of the book are the very pro-
tagonists whose professional raison 
d’être is being questioned. For anyone 
actively interested in the plight of Af-
rica’s poor, it has the potential to pro-
voke some serious soul-searching on 
the value of ‘development’ - not only 
as an industry, but also as a paradigm 
for understanding the relationship 
between the rich and the poor.

While this thought-provoking and 
often entertaining look at the failure 
of Africa’s development machine tears 
apart the romantic illusions upon 
which the aid industry is based, it 
does not seek to offer any grand alter-
natives. There are a few scattered, and 
in some ways contradictory proposals 
for the way forward, but these act 
only to further illustrate the diversity 
of perspectives that challenge the 
status quo. Warah’s anthology is not 
an introduction to a world beyond 
development, but rather a challenge 
to begin imagining one.

Rasna Warah’s Missionaries, Mer-
cenaries and Misfits: An Anthology 
is published by AuthorHouse and is 
available at Bookstop Yaya Centre

- Share The World’s Resources.     
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restaurant: the BaMBOO Oriental restaurant
lOcatiOn: lOWer KaBete rOad, Past hill VieW
Price: 1,500 Per PersOn (fOr three cOurses)
reVieWed By ruhila adatia

Once in a while you get lucky enough to visit a restaurant that 
is decorated with elegance, and style, food is deliciously sinful, 
prices are reasonable, portions are generous and service that 
is fit for kings and where writing a review is pure joy! Plus if 
you want to be where the trendy are, then this is the place for 
you. 

From the moment we set foot in Bamboo we felt welcomed 
in the elegant, trendy and sophisticated restaurant. Warmly 
greeted by our waiter, our noses were treated to the fresh 
smell of gorgeous roses. The open plan setting decorated in 
modern dark wood and warm red and cream also added to the 
warmth and style of the restaurant.

The Bamboo restaurant offers a combination of chinese, 
Thai and Japanese cuisine. So since I love Japanese food and 
my friend Mr S adores Thai, we were beyond excited to start 
ordering from the menu. We immediately set off by ordering 
the spring rolls accompanied by a sweet chilli dip, spicy 
chicken wings and some Tom Kha soup. The spring rolls made 
us halt in our conversation as we savoured their crispiness and 
enjoyed the sweet chilli dip that accompanied it. The chicken 
wings come fried in dark soy sauce and were cooked to tender 
perfection and drizzled with just the precise amount of soy 
sauce. Simply delicious!

It was a delight to savour Bamboo’s Tom Kha where the 
flavours balanced, complimented and flirted with each 
other.  It was tangy with a kick to it thanks to the taste of 
galangal, lemongrass and ginger, the prawns were generous 
and not rubbery, soft and crunchy. So if you are looking for 
comfort food, then the Tom Kha with mushrooms seasoned 
with coconut cream, chilli and lime is the embodiment of 
contentment. The futomaki platter is a treat for the Maki lover 
as it has 10 pieces of salmon, tuna, avocado and cucumber 
wrapped in seaweed, and with a dash of wasabi and a tinge of 
soy palettes you will experience wonderful bursts of ecstatic 
flavour.

Then came our main course. Shredded Lamb in ginger and 
spring onion. There is nothing better than eating tender meat 
that melts in your mouth. I recommend this with the Jasmine 
rice that comes in a cylindrical bamboo dish covered with 
palm leaves and tastes divine. That is another thing I have to 
give Bamboo credit for. Food is served beautifully in stylish, 
modern cutlery with such elegance that you don’t want to 
eat the food on your plate because it is garnished and set in 
such an artful manner. For desert try the bamboo sampler. It 
consists of a piece of heavenly praline ice cream, deliciously 
creamy chocolaty mousse and yummy passion fruit panacotta 
all served on a narrow, long plate. Talk about bliss.

Will I go back to Bamboo, for sure. I will even attempt to 
convince my boss to have conferences at the Zen Square 
conference rooms or just treat us at the Jade coffee and 
Teahouse.
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