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Call for papers

If lives were not at stake, Madagascar could boast as much about the mysterious course it has taken as about its people’s enigmatic origins. The course of the Malagasy economy is puzzling, its regressiveness unchanged after more than forty years of tinkering with economic strategies and political systems. From 1950 to 2010, Malagasy purchasing power dropped by a third, according to long term time series by Maddison (2011). The puzzle then became a riddle: Why was it that every time green shoots of economic growth emerged, some sociopolitical crisis erupted, mowing them down? It is well known that living standards declined after the crises of 1972, 1991, 2001, and especially after the 2009 coup (Morisset, 2010). However, causality a priori runs both ways: prevailing economic conditions, particularly those giving rise to feelings of inequality, injustice and exclusion, also cause sociopolitical crises. Four years after the beginning of the latest crisis, and after the October and December 2013 “crisis ending” presidential and legislative elections, Madagascar still seems caught in a vicious cycle and the way out of it remains uncertain. 

The recession continues and recurring crises mark Madagascar, while traditional and newer development theories fail to explain why this is happening (Razafindrakoto et al., 2013). International experts start by looking at geographic factors that generally favor Madagascar. Then they read country reports and wonder about the reliability of World Bank poverty statistics that claim 92% of the population lives on less than $2 per day. Seasoned experts have just as hard a time as beginners in comprehending the majority of Malagasy citizens’ tragic reality. All experts wonder how to square contradictory facts – like pieces of a puzzle – when they read reports about the Big Island. It has legendary natural and human resources, as witnessed by the arrival of foreign investors and the success of its free trade zone at the end of the 1990s, even if such success was short-lived (Cling et al., 2005). 

Like the Malagasy people, who, despite their bewilderment, showed optimism in May 2008 (Afrobaromètre, 2008), the international community bet on Madagascar in the mid-2000s, elevating it to the status of poster child and front runner for African development while refusing to acknowledge the existing regime’s autocratic behavior. Madagascar has not suffered from war or long-lasting violent conflict for decades. Even though most observers consider the key to understanding the country’s history lies in the gulf between the highlander Merinas and the Coastals, surveys of the general population confirm the relatively low importance (compared to other African countries) of ethnicity that some research highlights (Roubaud, 2000; Ramamonjisoa, 2002): survey respondents do not identify ethnicity as a cause of political or economic discrimination (Afrobaromètre, 2005, 2008, 2013). 

In terms of governance, democratization began in the 1990s with the institutionalization of several procedures: open political competition, multiple political parties, universal suffrage, voting freedom, polling transparency, press freedoms, and so forth. Of course, de jure pronouncements of these principles, and the varying effectiveness of their application, are insufficient to establish a genuine democracy. Sometimes steps backwards occur during what are supposed to be consolidating phases. That said, the Malagasies have not had to endure repression from truly dictatorial regimes since independence. Therefore, Madagascar does not and a priori will not suffer from governance-related tragedies, yet it remains one of the world’s poorest countries.

This brief overview draws on the few analyses that have been done about Madagascar, despite the strong interest in the country after the destructive effects of the last crisis. Obviously, more in-depth studies are called for.

This special edition aims to illuminate the nature and origin of Madagascar’s recurring crises. Invariably, for each crisis, events leading to a regime’s fall appear to be caused by cooperation games between groups, notably the elites, and by the regime’s gradual loss of popular support. The importance the Malagasy population gives to their economic conditions and to governance issues is highlighted by the context and motives of various crises. This overlap between economics and politics must be taken into account to understand Madagascar’s course and repeated crises.  

The events of 2008 and today’s so-called transition period, prior to the investiture of a new president, have already been studied (Galibert, 2009; Randrianja, 2012). However, such analyses could be further enriched by examining the diversity of groups and roles of various actors – the Churches, army, private sector, international community, civil society and the public – as well as the diversity and series of events that have generated and prolonged this transition. 

It would be a mistake, however, to limit further study to the latest crisis; it is still too hot a topic for objective analysis. Applying this multi-actor and diversity-of-events approach to past crises would deepen proposed papers with history. In particular, scholars could look at the role of the elites and those in power; they are regularly discussed but remain insufficiently studied, aside from a few exceptions (Rajaonah, 1996; Galibert, 2011). In the same way, the relevance of the received wisdom that uses Madagascar’s cultural, geographical and historical specificities to explain the country’s course should be tested with facts. The editors will favor analyses that attempt to show, or at least question, the real range of observed phenomena that drive sociopolitical crises on a national scale over analyses that simply pin such phenomena on “exotic” and very local eccentricities that have no real macro-level impacts. 

Given the scope of this subject, this call for papers is addressed to a wide array of specialists. Analysis will benefit from the combined perspectives of experts working in several disciplines – historians, economists, sociologists, political scientists, anthropologists, and others. 

Timeline

The timeline for this special issue follows (subject to change):

· Authors indicate their interest in contributing an article by submitting a one-page note that identifies the topic, provides a brief outline, and describes the data or fieldwork that will be used; submissions are due by 20 March 2014.

· The editors will select article topics and authors by 22 March 2014.

· Selected authors must submit a first draft of their articles by 15 June 2014.

· The special issue will be published in the third quarter of 2014.

In their published versions, the articles will be 35,000 signs in length, including spaces, footnotes and bibliography. Each article will be blind peer-reviewed by two subject-matter experts and by the Afrique Contemporaine editorial committee.

Contacts:

Please submit your response to this call for papers via email to: roubaud@dial.prd.fr and fortuiti@afd.fr. 
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