
 

 

Department of Theology 

Spring Term 2016 

 

 

 

Master's Thesis in Human Rights 

30 ECTS 

 

 

Foreign aid and corruption 
 

Ethical aspects of foreign aid 

 

Author: Melinda Sundsten 

Supervisor: Professor Carl-Henric Grenholm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 
This literary analysis focuses on the correlation between foreign aid and corruption. The 

“Capabilities Approach” by Amartya Sen is used to discuss how to, and who is responsible 

for, developing an ethically justified aid policy. Arguments and ideas from five different 

sources have been analyzed. The primary sources are African Development by Todd Moss, 

Corruption and Development by Georg Cremer, Lord of Poverty by Graham Hancock, The 

White Man’s Burden by William Easterly, and Internationalisation of corruption by Daniela 

Herrmann and Clare Fletcher. 

This study analyzes three questions. Firstly, does foreign aid affect the level of corruption, 

and how? Secondly, how do you measure development and justice? Thirdly, who is 

considered accountable? 

The results show that there is a connection between aid and corruption and that the aid 

agencies together with the governments have the primary responsibility to improve the policy 

and reconstruct the organizations. The policy should focus on enhancing the quality of life of 

the individual.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

There are people all over the world in need of support, people who are struggling each day to 

live and to be able to gain the human dignity that everyone deserves. Foreign aid is a 

frequently debated topic at an international level, and there are multiple ideas on how to 

further develop aid and its effectiveness. The amount of foreign aid that is distributed to 

developing countries every year makes it important to research closer, to understand how to 

do the best with the resources. The aid industry mainly focuses on how to raise the poor 

people’s incomes to make them less poor. There is a focus on economic growth and national 

gain among donor countries,1 which cast doubt on the purpose of aid and the level of justice.  

The United Nations (UN) use Human Development Index (HDI) to measure development. 

This index measures for example income, school enrollment and life expectancy to rank 

states. A wider measurement of development, which primarily originates from Amartya Sen, 

is the “Capabilities Approach” which will be discussed further in this thesis. This approach 

includes both economic and social aspects to measure the ability of people to participate and 

control their future. This approach focus on justice and equality, as everyone should have the 

right to control their life.2 

Corruption is a serious problem that affects all countries and is particularly widespread in a lot 

of the states that receive aid. It slows down economic growth and development and makes it 

difficult to achieve the aid goals.3 Corruption has been a taboo subject for a long time in the 

development and aid industry. The problem of corruption has been ignored as aid 

organizations do not consider themselves responsible for implementing corruption control.4 

The phenomenon of corruption is a problem that exists not only within the recipient states of 

foreign aid but also in the donor states and the aid agencies themselves.5 Who is then 

considered to be responsible for foreign aid and corruption and how do you develop the aid 

policy? 

The purpose of foreign aid is to assist people in need and to contribute to development. One 

aspect of the aid policy is to promote good governance and reduce corruption. This study will 

focus on how to develop foreign aid so that it does not promote, but rather decrease the 

corruption level. To be able to understand fully what this means, we will have to look at the 

principle of aid and the definition of development.  

                                                 
1 Alesina, Alberto and Dollar, David, “Who Gives Foreign Aid to Whom and Why?” Working Paper 6612. 

National Bureau of Economic Research. Nber Working Paper Series: Cambridge. 1998. 
2 Moss, Todd J. African Development – Making sense of the issues and actors. Lynne Reinner Publishers: 

Boulder London. 2007, pp. 2f. 
3 UNODC, “UNODC’s Action against Corruption and Economic Crime”. 2016. 
4 Cremer, Georg. Corruption & Development Aid – Confronting the Challenges. Lynne Reinner Publishers: 

Lambertus Verlag. 2008, pp. 1ff. 
5 Hancock, Graham, Lords of Poverty – the power, prestige, and corruption of the international aid business. 

The Atlantic Monthly Press. New York. 1989. pp. 41-46. 
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We also need to ask who is responsible for developing foreign aid so that it encourages good 

governance and reduces corruption, both in the donor and the recipient countries. If foreign 

aid affects the level of corruption so that it reduces development in the recipient state, should 

aid be relocated to less corrupt countries? And how can we then support the poor?  

1.2 Significance and Previous research 

Although foreign aid and corruption have been widely studied, there is a lack of research on 

the ethical perspective of the area. There are multiple ideas and discussions on how to 

improve aid policies to achieve economic growth and effectiveness, see for example Bearce 

and Tirone, who discuss the level of aid effectiveness over the years and the phenomenon of 

providing aid to create allies.6 Also, see Kosack, who argue that democratization is necessary 

for increasing both the economic growth and the quality of life.7  

Self-interest and the donors’ national gain from giving aid have become more central to the 

discussion, see for example Alesina and Dollar, who conclude that donors target former 

colonies to create allies. They also show that bilateral aid is not as effective in supporting the 

poor.8 Hoeffler and Outram use a three-dimensional dataset to analyze the years 1980-2004. 

The results of their study show that self-interest is a big motivator for donor countries to give 

aid. There is little evidence that shows consideration for the recipient benefit.9 These types of 

goals lack the moral and ethical principles of supporting others.  

Research often focus on the problem of corruption in the recipient country, but seldom 

mentions the corruption within the aid industry and the donor countries, see for example 

Cooksey, who express the lack of transparency and accountability among the aid agencies.  

He claims that the agencies do not contribute to fighting corruption.10 William Easterly 

further discuss the neglecting of proof and feedback from the past within the aid agencies. He 

argues that the aid business is bureaucratic and corrupt.11 

By researching the effects of aid on corruption and implementing an ethical perspective on 

development and justice, this study provides a different input for future research on this area. 

The thesis focuses on the moral aspects of aid and the origin of the aid policy. Problems with 

how to develop the support arise when there is a situation where added resources may add to 

the level of corruption, but without assistance, the poor people would suffer more. 

 

                                                 
6 Bearce, David H. and Tirone. Daniel C. “Foreign Aid Effectiveness and the Strategic Goals of Donor 

Governments”. The Journal of Politics, Vol. 72, No. 3. July, 2010, pp. 837-851. 
7 Kosack, Stephen. “Effective Aid: How Democracy Allows Development Aid to Improve the Quality of Life”. 

World Development Volume 31, Issue 1, January 2003, pp 1–22. 
8 Alesina, Alberto and Dollar, David. “Who Gives Foreign Aid to Whom and Why?” Working Paper 6612. 

National Bureau of Economic Research. Nber Working Paper Series. Cambridge. June 1998.  
9 Hoeffler, Anke and Outram, Verity. “Need, Merit, or Self-Interest – What Determines the Allocation of Aid?” 

Review of Development Economics, 15(2), 237–250, 2011. 
10 Cooksey, Brian. “Can Aid Agencies Really Help Combat Corruption?” Offprint from Forum on Crime and 

Society, Vol 2, No. 1, December 2002, pp. 45-56. 
11 Easterly, William. “The Cartel of Good Intentions: The Problem of Bureaucracy in Foreign Aid.” Policy 

Reform 2002, Vol 5(4). Harwood Academic Publishers, pp. 223-250.  
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1.3 Purpose  

Foreign aid and its correlation with corruption have been extensively discussed. The question 

has been raised by researchers within schools of economics, politics and development studies. 

Fewer studies have touched the ethical perspective of the problem. The purpose of this study 

is to give an ethical analysis on the debate on foreign aid and corruption. Theories of justice 

and development will be applied to discuss how to improve the aid policy. If foreign aid 

increases corruption, would it be better to relocate aid from corrupt countries to more 

democratic countries? What would then happen to the people in need, the people to whom the 

aid does not reach but is intended to assist? Is it ethically justified to risk increasing 

corruption if at least to some extent aid fulfills its purpose of assisting the poor?  

This study has scientific relevance and aims to contribute to the existing research on foreign 

aid, corruption, and development. There is an increased awareness that international aid might 

not reach the people in need due to corruption both in the donor and recipient countries. This 

thesis is a study of principle where a constructive discussion based on previous research is 

held.  

The research provides the reader with a general idea on this broad and complicated problem. 

It includes all types of corruption and all kinds of aid knowing that the subject needs to be 

segregated further to give a more complete and accurate knowledge on the subject. Because 

this is a study of principle where we analyze arguments from previous research, there is a high 

probability that the interpretation of the result will vary depending on the background and 

previous knowledge of the reader. It is still argued that this thesis will add to the aid debate 

and the discussion of international development and aid policy because of the lack of ethical 

and moral insights today. 

1.4 Problem and Research questions 

This thesis covers areas that all could be researched separately. The overall problem in this 

thesis is: How can you develop the foreign aid to corrupt countries so that it is ethically 

justified? When discussing this problem, it is assumed that it is possible to develop aid for 

corrupt countries.  

This study will take the effects of foreign aid on the level of corruption into consideration. 

Therefore, there will be a discussion on possible increased risks of resources doing more harm 

than good, and if it is better not to provide aid to corrupt countries. 

To be able to discuss the ethical aspects of foreign aid and the possible effect that aid has on 

corruption, we need to ask some questions. Firstly; does foreign aid affect the level of 

corruption, and how?  

The second question that is relevant to answer is: how do you measure development and 

justice? To be able to analyze the development the of aid policy, we need to ask a third 

question: who is considered accountable? A critical analyzing of the arguments and ideas 

from previous research on the covered areas will provide us with the answerers to these 

questions.  
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1.5 Primary sources 

Numerous researchers have covered the area of foreign aid and corruption. Based on the 

research questions in this thesis, five different books will be analyzed. The literature 

encompasses a broad perspective and different ideas on how to develop aid.  

In his book African Development, Todd Moss, focus on the government and elites in the 

recipient states. Moss has a background in economics and is a former American diplomat in 

West Africa. He claims that the receiving government should be seen as a partner. Moss also 

thinks that the recipient state is responsible for the transparency of the aid flow. He highlights 

the difficulties that appears when aid becomes a lifeline.12  

Another researcher that problematizes foreign aid and corruption is Georg Cremer. He is 

secretary general of the German Caritas Association and also a professor of economics and 

politics in Germany. In his book Corruption and Development Aid, we see that high levels of 

corruption reduces domestic growth and makes it harder to support the poor. Cremer 

advocates shared accountability as corruption is a global phenomenon.13  

Graham Hancock focuses on the level of corruption taking part in the donor countries. 

Hancock is a British journalist and author. In his book Lords of Poverty he exposes different 

aid organizations and aid projects. He claims that the policy of assistance has to be completely 

transformed as it does not work today due to high levels of corruption in both the donor and 

the recipient countries.14 

In The White Man’s Burden written by William Easterly, we learn that democracy is a major 

factor to make foreign aid effective. Easterly discusses the phenomenon that he calls “the aid 

curse”, and how this curse makes governments worse. He also acknowledges that democracy 

is hard to develop and make function. The accountability aspect of aid is widely discussed in 

this book.15 Easterly is an American economist, specialized in economic development.  

Another book that discusses accountability is Internationalisation of corruption by Daniela 

Herrmann and Clare Fletcher. With this book, we learn that foreign aid is complicated 

because of the multiple donors and levels of aid.  

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Moss, Todd J. African Development – Making sense of the issues and actors. Lynne Reinner Publishers: 

Boulder London. 2007. 
13 Cremer, Georg. Corruption & Development Aid – Confronting the Challenges. Lynne Reinner Publishers: 

Lambertus Verlag. 2008. 
14 Hancock, Graham. Lords of Poverty – the power, prestige, and corruption of the international aid business. 

The Atlantic Monthly Press. New York. 1989.  
15 Easterly, William. The White Man’s Burden – Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill 

and So Little Good. Penguin Books. London. 2006 
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The authors acknowledge the importance of education on corruption and the inclusion of the 

recipients in the projects. They state that foreign aid does not cause, but that it might 

encourage corruption. We also learn that the “Western principles” can fuel corruption 

further.16  

The literature used for this thesis has a wide variety, and it covers corruption in both the 

recipient countries as well as the corruption in the donor countries. The authors have different 

backgrounds and educations which make them complementary to each other. The selection of 

literature provides various perceptions of what is considered to be ethically justified aid. They 

add to the discussion with different views and ideas on how to measure development and how 

to decide who is accountable.  

Secondary sources such as articles and reports will be used to complement the arguments 

found in the literature presented above.   

1.6 Theory 

Different ideas of development and development theories have been used over the years. In 

the 1950s, development theories primary focus was economic growth. The main measurement 

used was GDP per capita.17 The agricultural sector was prioritized more in the 1960s which 

created a more balanced focus on the different segments of society. The theoretical 

framework developed and focused more on effective protection. The 1970s included the poor 

people more, and the theories during this time used measurements such as unemployment and 

migration to define development.18 The 80s was a period when the relationship between trade 

and growth was important. In the 1990s, theories developed and started to include more 

problems such as corruption and justice.19 

The perception of development and the focus subjects has changed over time. The 

development theories that is often discussed are: the “modernization thesis,” the “dependency 

school,” the “neo-liberal,” the “post-development theory” and the “human development 

theory”. These five theories will be discussed further in Chapter II. From considering the 

West and democratization as ideal, the developing countries fell into a debt crisis that resulted 

in a shifting of what was deemed to be the most efficient development strategies. For some 

time, development was seen as a result of globalization; and later globalization was believed 

to counteract development.  

The Millennium Development Goals (MDG) are what today’s aid and development policy 

mainly consist of; and we are working towards an international community, where businesses, 

as well as smaller groups and individuals all, participate.20 

                                                 
16 Herrmann, Daniela and Fletcher, Clare. Internationalisation of Corruption. Farnham. 2012. 
17 Thorbecke, Erik. “The evolution of the development doctrine and the role of foreign aid, 1950-2000” Foreign 

Aid and Development – Lessons Learnt and Directions for the Future. Edited by Finn Harp. Routledge Taylor & 

Francis Group. 2000. pp. 19-23. 
18 Thorbecke, Erik op.cit. pp. 23-33. 
19 Thorbecke, Erik op.cit. pp. 33-47. 
20 Elliot, Jennifer A. An Introduction to Sustainable Development 3rd edition. Routledge Perspectives on 

Development. New York. 2006. pp. 15-42. 
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Foreign aid touches many of the basic human needs and fundamental human rights. It is 

important to research the area from a broad perspective to be able to capture as many factors 

as possible and further develop aid. The research questions used in this thesis focus on the 

principle of justice and responsibility. An influential philosopher that developed a part of the 

human development theory is Amartya Sen. He focuses on freedom and capabilities in his 

extensive branch of the theory called the “Capabilities Approach.” The chosen approach is, 

according to me, the most reasonable because it provides us with an understanding of 

development and justice that is complying with my opinions. Sen acknowledges the 

difficulties that arise from corruption which further connects the theory with the research 

questions in this thesis. Amartya Sen defines development as freedom and promotes a 

continuous work to create freedom as a development measurement.21 This is argued to 

correspond with the problems that arise from corruption. The phenomenon of corruption 

creates inequality, withdrawal of fundamental human rights and lack of political influence.  

1.7 Methodology and Limitations  

The aim of this study is to answer in what way you can develop the foreign aid to corrupt 

countries so that it is ethically justified. It also intends to answer if it is more morally correct 

to relocate aid from corrupt countries and therefore not be able to assist the poor, or if it is 

more justified to support the poor at the same time as added resources might affect the level of 

corruption. 

To be able to discuss and analyze these problems, we use three different research questions. 

The first question is: does foreign aid affect the level of corruption? If yes, the answer to this 

question will also describe how foreign aid affect corruption. The second question is: how do 

you measure development and justice? A brief discussion of different development ideas and 

theories will be presented to provide the reader with a background in the area. This question 

will then be analyzed with interpretations of the arguments and ideas that are presented in the 

primary sources. The third question is: who is considered accountable? Through contextual 

analysis, we will be able to interpret and clarify the arguments that the authors present.  

This thesis will use previous research to create a reasonable interpretation of the collected 

arguments presented in the literature. The research questions will be the instrument used to 

analyze the primary sources. The three questions will be covered in separate chapters. In each 

chapter, there will be a discussion where the arguments and ideas presented by the different 

authors will be connected to the ideas of the various development theories discussed in 

Chapter II.  

The arguments will further be critically analyzed using the “capabilities approach” by 

Amartya Sen as the theoretical framework. The analysis and discussion of the research 

questions will then be used to discuss the overall problem in this thesis. 

 

                                                 
21 Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 1999. pp. 36. 
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The width of the analysis will be regulated by choosing the most relevant literature as primary 

sources. The selected authors have different backgrounds and educations. They also have 

various ethnicities as well as gender. This provides a variety of perspectives and arguments on 

the topic, which creates a solid foundation for the analysis of the thesis.  

1.8 Definition of terms 

Foreign aid, in this thesis, includes both multilateral and bilateral aid. This study provides a 

general idea of how to develop aid as a whole. Singular projects, aid agencies or countries 

will therefore not be analyzed.  

When a state government provides aid directly to a recipient state government, it is called 

bilateral aid. Multilateral aid flows from a donor government to multilateral aid agencies 

which then fund different programs and projects of their own.22 

The used definition of corruption for this study is the one by Amartya Sen. Corruption is 

defined as a violation of rules for personal gain and profit.23 In this thesis corruption is 

discussed as existing both in the recipient and the donor countries.  

1.9 Disposition 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Chapter I include background, significance and 

previous research, purpose, problem and research questions, primary resources, theory, 

methodology and limitations, definition of terms and disposition.  

Chapter II consists of the theoretical approach of the study. A variation of development and 

aid policies will be presented in part 2.1, development and aid policy. The next part, 2.2 

development theories, will discuss five of most commonly discussed development theories. 

The chosen theoretical approach for this thesis will be reviewed further in part 2.3, 

capabilities approach. The review will be followed by a discussion on why this approach is 

chosen for this thesis and the interpretation of the theory, see part 2.4, interpretation of the 

capabilities approach. 

The biggest part of this thesis is the analysis. This part will be divided into three chapters 

which cover different areas. In these chapters, you will find an explanation of the arguments 

and ideas presented in the five primary sources. You will also find a discussion at the end of 

each chapter. In this part, the arguments and ideas will be connected to the ideas of the 

development theories presented in Chapter II. The discussion will also include a critical 

analysis using the various development theories connected to the authors’ arguments. The 

capabilities approach, and my interpretation of the theory will also be implemented in the 

analysis.  

 

 

                                                 
22 OECD, “Donors and flows 2.2.” 2016. 
23 Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. pp. 275. 
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Chapter III will discuss the effect of foreign aid on corruption in three parts. Part 3.1 covers 

the recipient government. 3.2 will address transparency and pressure. Part 3.3 includes the 

donor countries. An analysis of these categories will then be held in part 3.4, three theories on 

corruption.  

Chapter IV will analyze how you measure development and justice. This section is divided 

into five different parts, followed by a discussion. Part 4.1 consists of economic growth and 

equal distribution, part 4.2 covers the economy, part 4.3 consists of the economic growth and 

redefining development, part 4.4 covers the democratic opportunities, and part 4.5 discusses 

quality of life and good governance. These categories are discussed further in part 4.6, five 

theories on measuring development and justice.  

Chapter V will look closer at the accountability aspect. Part 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3 will analyze 

responsibility of the recipient country, responsibility of the donor country and shared 

accountability. A comparison based on the arguments presented in the previously mentioned 

parts will then be presented in part 5.4, three theories on accountability. 

A constructive discussion will then be held to form the results and the conclusion of the 

thesis, which can be found in Chapter VI.  

A summary of the problem, the questions, and the results will then be included in Chapter 

VII. 
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Chapter II: Development policy and theory 
The aid policy and the perception of development have changed over time, often as reactions 

to the previous understanding.  

This chapter, specifically in part 2.1, development and aid policy, presents different policies 

and how they have transformed over time. Part 2.2, development theories, will discuss five 

often used theories and analyze how they integrate with each other. This thesis focuses on a 

branch of one of the discussed theories, which will be examined in part 2.3, capabilities 

approach. My understanding of the approach is explained in part 2.4, interpretation of the 

capabilities approach. 

2.1 Development and aid policy 

Humanitarian interests have been the largest motivator for foreign aid over the years. 

Although this is considered to be the biggest explanation for why countries started to assist 

other nations, there have also been political interests in these actions from the beginning. 

Donors have located their aid to former colonies; and they have also targeted states that would 

generate more exports, and they have had interests in influencing and promoting their political 

and economic systems in other countries.24 The focus during the 1950s was to achieve 

economic growth. Aid was distributed primarily to the newly independent countries that were 

at the start of developing. During this time, theories promoting the “big push” and “balanced 

growth” was extensively used in the aid policy. The recipient governments were considered 

responsible for making this work through industrialization. Self-interest in aid during the 

1950s mostly reflected what was deemed to be security threats. For example, the US located 

aid to specific countries to hinder the spreading of communism.25  

The 1960s is characterized by economic dualism and agricultural inclusion. The growth 

became more balanced between the different sectors and theories about adequate protection 

developed. Aid during this time was mostly misplaced, and it resulted in more loans. Later, in 

the 1970s, the doctrine changed to including solutions to problems such as unemployment, 

basic needs, and migration. Theoretical ideas expressed that development was reached and 

measured through increased employments and living standards. The definition of 

development was a liberation from the colonial powers, and an increased national liberty and 

independence. The focus shifted from GNP per capita to the informal sector. It was also 

important to include the poor to create sustainable growth.26  

                                                 
24 Robinson, Sherman and Harp, Finn. “Foreign aid and development – Summary and synthesis” Foreign Aid 

and Development – Lessons Learnt and Directions for the Future. Edited by Finn Harp. Routledge Taylor & 

Francis Group. 2000. pp.2. 
25 Thorbecke, Erik. “The evolution of the development doctrine and the role of foreign aid, 1950-2000” Foreign 

Aid and Development – Lessons Learnt and Directions for the Future. Edited by Finn Harp. Routledge Taylor & 

Francis Group. 2000. pp. 19-23. 
26 Thorbecke, Erik op.cit. pp. 23-33. 
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The 1980s was a period where the focus was on creating equilibrium between budgets and 

balance-of-payments. A wide variation of research on development and aid was done during 

this time, and the relationship between trade and growth became evident.  

Aid progressed from being the government’s responsibility to more private sectors. This 

transition and adjustment ranged into the 1990s, and it became clearer that institutional 

changes were necessary to avoid for example corruption. A wider measurement of 

development formed and health issues, nutrition, education, infrastructure, and democracy 

was recognized as significant as economic growth. The aid industry decelerated and was 

reevaluated when the public started to question the aid effectiveness and possible aid 

dependency relationships.27 

2.2 Development theories 

There has been, and still are, many perceptions of development. The most commonly used 

development theories over time are the “modernization thesis”, the “dependency school”, the 

“neo-liberal”, the “post-development theory” and the “human development theory”. 

The modernization theory was popular during the 1960s. The West was seen as developed, 

and it was considered to be their responsibility to share their experiences and knowledge to 

the underdeveloped countries. Westernization and industrialization were something that was 

seen as ideal during this time. To spread democratic principles was necessary, and the 

development progress was mostly measured in growing GDP (Gross domestic product) per 

capita.28 This theory is considered to be narrow in its definition and measurement of 

development. When only measuring economic growth as development, you fail to include for 

example the distribution of the resources. You also exclude other important aspects such as 

health care, education, and political influence.  

During the 1970s and into the early 1980s, debt, and the oil crisis generated growing 

dissatisfaction with the previous theory. As a reaction to the modernization theory, the theory 

of dependency claims that it is better not to be attached to the West. What previously was 

considered to support from the Western countries, was now understood as exploitation of the 

poorer countries.29 The theory of dependency later put great emphasis on self-reliance. The 

development concept was wide-ranging and covered social and material welfare as well as 

economic growth. During this time, it was recognized that there is a need for multiple models 

and ideas on how to advance. Home-markets evolved, and there was a focus on the internal 

growth.30  

 

                                                 
27 Thorbecke, Erik. “The evolution of the development doctrine and the role of foreign aid, 1950-2000” Foreign 

Aid and Development – Lessons Learnt and Directions for the Future. Edited by Finn Harp. Routledge Taylor & 

Francis Group. 2000. pp. 33-47. 
28 Elliot, Jennifer A. An Introduction to Sustainable Development 3rd edition. Routledge Perspectives on 

Development. New York. 2006. pp. 15f. 
29 Elliot, Jennifer A. op.cit. pp. 17ff. 
30 Elliot, Jennifer A. op.cit. pp. 19-23. 
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This conception of developed was a reaction to the modernization theory, which was 

considered misleading due to the narrow focus on increased GDP. The dependency school 

demonstrates different factors of poverty, but it lacks strategies on how to improve the 

situation.  

Neo-liberalism, during the 1990s, believed in free markets and less influence from the state. A 

minimal state was considered to be ideal. The focus shifted to solving the debt crisis. During 

this time, structural adjustment programs, such as the World Bank and the IMF, had a 

breakthrough.31 The dependency school advocates a strong and independent state, whereas the 

neo-liberalism believes in a minimal state. The focus on a less powerful state that the neo-

liberal theory device is considered to be narrow because you fail to acknowledge the positive 

properties of the state. Increased inequality is one example that the state has the power to 

control. 

The post-development school matured, and the previous development policy was seen as a 

failure. Globalization was considered to be counteracting growth, and the demand for 

grassroots involvement and local organizations and projects grew. This theory is an extension 

of the neo-liberal idea of having a minimal state. This era focused on everything that went 

wrong in the past, but it succeeded in bringing forward the importance of local engagement. It 

was considered necessary to promote pluralism and the exchanging of cultures and ideas to 

develop and break free from the belief that the West was ideal. NGOs also became popular 

during this time.32 It is considered to be positive to promote pluralism and inclusion. It is, 

however, valuable to also appreciate globalization and development on the international 

arena.  

The human development theory include a broader perspective; and it includes bigger 

businesses as well as individuals and groups. The prime focus is to develop an international 

community. The environment is a major factor for development, so is the Millennium 

Development Goals. This theory presents the idea of width, and that development consists of 

many different factors, not only economic growth but the entire human being and the entire 

human capacity.33 The human development theory covers more than any of the previously 

described theories. It is believed that development is reached when combining many factors. 

When including both economic growth and the distribution of the resource as well as health, 

education, infrastructure, political influence and other human needs, we manage to understand 

the bigger picture of what development means. By measuring multiple factors, we get a wider 

understanding of the basic human needs and how to improve them both individually and 

combined.  

 

 

                                                 
31 Elliot, Jennifer A. An Introduction to Sustainable Development pp. 23-27. 
32 Elliot, Jennifer A. op.cit. pp. 27. 
33 Elliot, Jennifer A. op.cit. pp. 37-42. 
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The five development theories described above cover a lot of problem areas, but they fail to 

connect the areas. This thesis will focus on a branch of the human development theory, more 

specifically the section that created the foundation for what the UN use in today’s aid policy, 

the “Capabilities Approach” by Amartya Sen.  

This branch include all of the critical areas that the other theories have covered, the 

capabilities approach combines them and creates a new way to measure development as 

having the freedom to choose what you consider to be important to increase your quality of 

life. Instead of having a narrow focus on economic growth or state influence, it concentrates 

on the bigger picture and acknowledges the differences in the individual preferences and 

needs.  

It is further argued that this theory is the most reasonable to use as it is most compatible with 

my opinions on development and justice. It also adds a new perspective on how to reach the 

development goals. The theory contributes with new ways on how to measure development. 

By using this theory, we can do research from a broad perspective, as well as analyze specific 

factors extensively. Because corruption is a modern day problem as much as it has been a 

problem over the years, it is argued that a theory that is up to date is the most relevant to use 

for this study. 

2.3 Capabilities approach 

Economist and philosopher Amartya Sen contribute to the discussion on how you measure 

development and the well-being of citizens in developing countries. His work has shaped the 

foundation for foreign aid policy today and how to measure freedom and economic growth 

from a broader perspective. 

Amartya Sen developed a theory that shifts the 

point of view so that we can, in a new way, 

understand poverty in both what we call 

developing and developed countries.34 He tries 

to create a way to identify and measure the 

broad concept of “quality of life.”35 By 

establishing development through increasing 

freedoms, we learn to understand the process 

as well as create methods to promote 

development. The “development as freedom” 

approach wants to highlight a variety of 

important aspects of the process of 

development.36  

 

                                                 
34 Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. pp. 20f. 
35 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 24f. 
36 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 33f. 

”The role of income and wealth - 

important as it is along with other 

influences - has to be integrated 

into a broader and fuller picture of 

success and deprivation.” 

         - Amartya Sen, 1999, pp. 20 

This quote is considered to be explanatory on 

the basis of the theory. It states that there is a 

need for a wider understanding of 

development. Economic growth is still 

necessary, as well as other aspects. 

 

 

 

 



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

13 

The individual freedom is a central piece in development; and this means that freedom has to 

be provided by the society. Freedom is the possibility for an individual to achieve and realize 

what is considered to be an authentic life. Society needs to provide example liberty, health 

care, a chance to vote, speak freely, and chose traditions to follow.37  

Development, according to Sen, is the process in itself to expand freedoms continuously. This 

creates a dependency of social and political arrangements through institutions and 

organizations, as well as private and public activities. 38  

There is also a need for strengthening and increasing the number of legal mechanisms, 

democratic systems, provisions and communication facilities. In sum, the states and societies 

are the ones responsible for creating development and opportunities for inclusion of the 

people.39  

According to Sen, there are five different kinds of policy issues that require attention. These 

are political freedoms, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees and 

protective security. These subjects complement each other as well as they all contribute to 

making a life freer.40  

The capabilities approach describes how, in 

accordance with one's values can improve his or 

her qualities and achieve an authentic life. There 

are different perceptions on individual fulfillment. 

Functionings are what a person is and what a 

person can do. Capabilities are the opportunities 

that the individual have to achieve functionings. 

For example, a person can be wealthy and therefore 

be able to travel and donate money to charity. 

Wealth gives a person room to choose what to do 

with their money, and these functionings vary from person to person depending on what they 

value. With many choices, there is a greater freedom. Capabilities are liberties and 

opportunities to achieve functionings. For example, you can use your wealth to travel, which 

per se is a functioning, but the possibility to travel is the capability.41  

When using, the capabilities approach you can either focus on the “realized functionings”, 

which tells us what a person can do, or the “capability set,” which shows the actual 

alternatives that a person has - the opportunities. These two methods of using the capabilities 

approach can be utilized separately or combined, where the first method measures what a 

person is doing and the latter measures what the person is free to do.  

                                                 
37 Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom pp. 17f.  
38 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 36. 
39 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 53. 
40 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 38ff. 
41 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 14f. 

”A person’s “capability” refers 

to the alternative combinations 

of functionings that are feasible 

for her to achieve.” 

                         - Amartya Sen, 1999, pp. 75 

This quote explains the idea of 

capabilities and functionings and how 

they correlate. 



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

14 

The functionings vary from person to person as some of them are considered to be more 

important for some than others.42 The valuation of a person’s capabilities needs to be 

predominantly based on the functionings.43 Development, according to this theory, is for the 

government to provide the individuals with capabilities. This is considered to be their 

responsibility.  

Personal freedom is important for development, which makes state actions necessary to 

observe closer. The state needs to provide the individual with social security and possibilities, 

such as liberties and possibility for markets.  

It also has to create facilities, such as health care and education, to provide the individual to 

use their capabilities. Both of these areas are crucial for development.44 

To measure something that a person has the freedom to do, but may not be doing, is difficult. 

Therefore, the measurement of income is a helpful tool to get started with research and 

analyzes. According to Amartya Sen, you can use this approach as a more practical measuring 

tool. You can either chose to compare as many capabilities as possible or use the most 

relevant for what you are studying. You can also analyze a wider spectrum of capabilities 

including for example inequality of income. Another way is to base your research on 

capabilities of the more traditional income measurement and then add supplements using this 

theory.45 

Sen mentions the subject of aid in his book Development as Freedom. He considers aid to 

have the purpose of reducing inequity and poverty. First and foremost, actions aimed to 

decrease poverty, for example, foreign aid, is strongly linked to politics and policy making. 

The capabilities that a person obtains from income is affected by some things, for example 

age, gender, and location. These variations are things that the person cannot control or have 

limited control of. Also, there is a difference in the ability to earn income due to for example 

handicap, illness or age. These are a few examples that Sen discusses to show that poverty is a 

complex problem that is difficult to measure.46 

There is a correlation between economic and political freedom when financial requirements 

often depend on an open society and civil rights. With these rights, the people can express 

their needs and demands.47 Political freedom and development are affected by corruption, 

which is one issue that Sen acknowledges in his book. There is a possibility to decrease the 

level of corruption, or at least the gain from corruption, through organizational reforms. With 

for example penalties and inspections you can prevent some illegal activities. Corruption is a 

complex problem, which makes it difficult to eliminate completely.48 

                                                 
42 Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom. pp. 75f. 
43 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 131-134. 
44 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 41f. 
45 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 81-84. 
46 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 87-90. 
47 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 148ff. 
48 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 275-281. 
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Amartya Sen also discusses John Rawls’s “primary goods” analysis. This method also 

provides a broader exemplification of requirements that every human have, this includes 

income, but also other aspects that are considered to be necessary. These so-called “primary 

goods” are means that support a person’s individual growth; and they include for example 

human rights, liberties, and self-respect. What defines primary goods vary from person to 

person, and their belief of what is good to them. Two individuals may have the same primary 

goods, but the conception of the good can vary, which makes one of them unhappy if he or 

she, for example, have a more expensive taste. Rawls argue that there is no injustice if this is 

the case, everyone has to be responsible for their preferences.49  

My interpretation of this argument is that Rawls, as a liberal philosopher, considers justice as 

an equal distribution of not only freedom but also welfare and power. He does not cover the 

individual understanding of what is equal and justified, as long as the primary goods are 

distributed equitably. Amartya Sen, in his theory of freedom, on the contrary, argues that it is 

the capabilities that have to be equally distributed, not the welfare. 

Sen acknowledges this analysis method by Rawls and 

further broadens the interpretation of what is considered 

to be equal and justified. He finds the primary goods 

valuable when measuring capabilities that an individual 

hold. Sen adds to the measurement analysis, the actual 

situation, and freedom that a person possess. He focuses 

more on the functionings and the capabilities to achieve 

these. He explains this by comparing the need for a 

phone for a family in a wealthy society compared to a 

family in a poor society. The freedom that this phone provides for the family in the rich 

society because it is considered to be necessary in that environment is not comparable to the 

level of freedom that the family in a poor society would get from the same commodity. He 

argues that, when analyzing development and capabilities, the focus should be on the liberty 

that is created by different supplies, not in the actual possession of the products.50 

The “Capabilities Approach” has been discussed and developed by various philosophers, one 

of the most influential is Martha Nussbaum. She created a more specific list of the capabilities 

and added a more comprehensive discussion about human dignity.51 This thesis focus on the 

original theory by Amartya Sen, knowing that there are expanded versions of it. 

 

                                                 
49 Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom pp. 72. 
50 Sen, Amartya. op.cit. pp. 72ff. 
51 Nussbaum, Martha. Women and human development: the capabilities approach. Cambridge New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 2000. and 

Nussbaum, Martha. Creating Capabilities - The Human Development Approach. Belknap Press. 2011.  

”Development is indeed a 

momentous engagement with 

freedom’s possibilities.” 

                 - Amartya Sen, 1999, pp. 298 

This quote, in my interpretation, is a 

summary of what Sens theory tries 

to accomplish. 
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2.4 Interpretation of the Capabilities approach 

The human development theory, described in part 2.2, is considered to be the most inclusive 

of the five when evaluating development. The branch, capabilities approach, adds to the 

theory by including freedom as a measurement. In my opinion, this way of defining 

development provides us with the possibility to focus on the individual and their quality of 

life. The approach achieves to include the obligation of the state, as well as the significance of 

the individual. The same concept is used when discussing human rights in general.  

In my opinion, this theory covers a wider perspective on development than the principles used 

before. To recognize and measure more than the economic growth and market expansion is 

important. Foreign aid is supposed to reach the people in need for assistance rather than 

creating opportunities for national gains and self-interest. The aid policy has developed 

significantly over time, and we have made many mistakes. It is vital to learn from these 

mistakes and reconstruct the aid agencies and the aid policy. 

It is believed that there is a need to focus on the humanitarian interest as being the prime 

motivator for foreign aid, to be able to develop and construct a policy that emphasizes the 

people and not the political interests in aid. The capabilities approach gives another dimension 

to development, which creates a foundation from where we can improve the aid policy so that 

it is ethically justified. 

I believe that with a narrower focus on equal distribution of welfare and power, you overlook 

the people and what they consider to be valuable for them. The individual therefore lack the 

opportunity where his or hers desires can be expressed and acknowledged. With less focus on 

the freedom and capability of the individual, it increases the risk of inequality and diversity 

within the state. In my opinion, the aid and development policy should focus on what is 

considered to be valuable by the poor people in the recipient country.  

Aid should consist of resources that create more freedom and capabilities for the recipients, 

and it should be targeted to where it would do the best for the poor. This is unfortunately not 

the situation today, and based on the previous aid policies and theories discussed above; that 

has never been the case. We can, therefore, assume that this is an area that needs to be 

researched closer to be able to create a sustainable and ethically justified aid and development 

policy. The capabilities approach incorporates a majority of the areas and problems that 

previous aid and development theories and policies discussed, as well as it adds to the 

theoretical framework with new perspectives. This makes the capabilities approach the most 

wide-ranging theory today, which will provide us with a comprehensive foundation for the 

analysis.  

When mainly focusing on the governments’ obligations to provide everyone with an equal 

quantity of resources and the same amount of power and influence you fail to notice the 

outcome in the quality of life. This distribution may increase some people’s quality of life, but 

it might also decrease others because the value of the power and welfare varies from person to 

person. Some might get more use out of their share while others cannot use what was given to 

them.  



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

17 

In my opinion, the state should be obligated to increase the quality of life equally. The 

capabilities approach is a suitable tool to include the individual and change the perception of 

development so that it meets the valued needs of everyone. 

Amartya Sen argues that development is reached when the governments’ provides the people 

with capabilities. My interpretation of this argument is that the government in both the donor 

country as well as the government in the recipient country have the responsibility to ensure 

this to the citizens. This creates a cosmopolitan society where the governments’ work together 

towards development on an international level.  

The governments’ collective responsibility becomes to create global justice and equal 

capabilities to the people. This argument authenticates the motivator for providing aid to other 

countries and working against corruption in both the donor countries as well as the recipient 

countries. 

With this wide-ranging approach by Sen, we can develop the situation both nationally and 

internationally. Since this approach is capable of covering all of the areas that people want 

and need, it also resembles the different problem areas that previous theories included. With 

the capabilities approach, we include economic growth, healthcare, education, infrastructure, 

markets political influence and much more. Development needs to happen in all areas 

simultaneously to meet the needs of the individuals. This is, according to me, considered to be 

the most equitable and justified way of defining development.  
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Chapter III: The effect of foreign aid on corruption 
The question, whether or not foreign aid affects corruption, has been widely debated. The 

majority of the previous research focuses on the corruption in the recipient countries. This 

trend emerges in the chosen literature for this thesis, as only one out of five covers corruption 

in the donor countries. 

The authors will be divided into three different categories based on their arguments when 

analyzing the first research question of this paper: does foreign aid affect the level of 

corruption, and how? Two of the authors focus on the corruption that occurs within the 

recipient government, which is the first category. The second category covers ethical 

problems, transparency and pressure that exist within the aid organizations in both the donor 

country and the recipient country. The corruption in the donor countries is discussed in the 

third category.  

3.1 The recipient government 

The potential effect that foreign aid has on corruption is discussed from different perspectives. 

Two out of the five books analyzed in this thesis examines the corruption within the recipient 

government. The authors of these two books are Todd Moss and William Easterly. 

When analyzing the book African Development by Todd Moss, it is understood that foreign 

aid does affect the level of corruption. Moss argues that foreign aid can be used as a lifeline 

for bankrupt regimes. The resources that they gain through support are used to for example 

build the military. He further claims that other forms of suppression also are notable.52  

Moss perceives bad governance in the recipient country as the main factor to cause foreign aid 

to affect corruption. The state is to a high degree involved in the economy, which has its 

consequences.53 He acknowledges that due to this, elites have their chances of stealing from 

the public resources. High levels of corruption before receiving aid makes the risks of 

distributing funds higher, because the current lack of transparency. Aid provided to corrupt 

regimes, therefore, intensifies the problem.54 

My interpretation of the arguments in this book is that foreign aid does have a negative effect 

on corruption, as it intensifies the problem. Bad governance and bankrupt regimes in the 

recipient countries seem to be the primary reason for this effect. My conclusion is that Moss 

believes that foreign aid should be targeted to countries with better regimes and where there is 

less governmental involvement in the economy.  

Todd Moss acknowledges the various ways that foreign aid is given. He notices problems 

with bilateral aid, because each donor country provides assistance in different ways through 

numerous agencies, with separate systems. He also recognizes the multilateral aid, which is 

claimed to have a bigger influence as a group of governments controls them.  

                                                 
52 Moss, Todd J. African Development – Making sense of the issues and actors pp. 134. 
53 Moss, Todd J. op.cit pp. 94f. 
54 Moss, Todd J. op.cit pp. 105-109. 



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

19 

Many of these agencies have their problems with for example transparency, failing at 

executing their conditions and lack of follow-ups. A discussion about NGOs (non-

governmental organizations), shows that Moss believes that these kinds of organizations often 

are better. They operate closer to the poor people, and they have the possibility to adapt 

locally which makes their work more efficient. They are also considered to be less corrupt 

than the governments, which makes them trustworthy for the donors. The author also 

recognizes the obstacles with coordinating the interest areas with these organizations.55  

Moss prime focus is on the corruption in the recipient state as he examines the problems that 

result from aid flowing through different systems and multiple donors. It is interesting that he 

notices that there are complications with the foreign aid policy, yet he mainly focuses on the 

problems that arise when the resources reach the control of the recipient government or the 

different aid agencies and organizations that are situated in the receiving country. 

The second author that focus on the recipient government is William Easterly. Easterly 

reviews something that he calls the “aid curse.” He understands corruption as a problem that 

makes aid oppose democracy and makes governments worse in the recipient country. With 

large quantities of aid flowing to countries where the governments are in control, there are 

higher risks that the resources benefit corrupt leaders and political insiders. The distribution of 

assistance becomes inequitable, and the support does not reach the poor. The author also 

covers the possibility of donors being attracted to try and transform bad governments in the 

recipient countries. He concludes that there multiple studies are showing that even though 

there are controls for this not to happen, donors makes governments worse.56  

Easterly claims that these kinds of problems are concealed by the aid agencies in both the 

donor and the recipient countries. The aid industry often wants to sustain an image, and to 

deal openly with bad governments is not the best way to do this. Accordingly, the 

organizations use a tactful language to hide this information from the public.57 My opinion is 

that this is counteractive the purpose of aid being transparent and democratic. If the donor 

countries are fraudulent and confidential with their work, how can they anticipate that they 

can convert the bad governments in the recipient countries? 

William Easterly also acknowledges that democracy is hard to make work well. Aid can make 

already existing conflicts worse, and it can hinder democracy. Both the donors and the 

recipients can make choices that lead to dramatic consequences.58 The donors’ aid policies 

can affect the situation in the recipient countries. Easterly focus on corruption in the receiving 

country, but is it argued that he understands the influence that the donors have to the 

phenomenon of corruption. 

                                                 
55 Moss, Todd J. African Development – Making sense of the issues and actors pp. 119-130. 
56 Easterly, William. The White Man’s Burden – Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill 

and So Little Good. pp. 135f. 
57 Easterly, William. op.cit. pp. 137ff. 
58 Easterly, William. op.cit. pp. 144f. 
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3.2 The aid organizations 

The two previous authors, Todd Moss, and William Easterly argue that foreign aid does affect 

the level of corruption due to bad governance in the recipient countries. The following two 

books research the problems that the aid organizations experience in both the donor countries 

and the recipient countries. The authors of these books are Georg Cremer and Daniela 

Herrmann and Clare Fletcher. 

Georg Cremer does not have an absolute answer if foreign aid affects corruption or not. He 

starts off by recognizing that the subject of corruption has been, and still is a taboo topic. 

Among the aid and development organizations, this is especially notable when discussing 

corruption within their work.59  

Cremer examines the ethical problems that an aid organization encounters when their projects 

are trapped in corruption in a way that demands them to pay or to leave. These kinds of 

obstacles is not uncommon when dealing with corrupt leaders in the recipient country.60  

My interpretation, from this discussion, is that foreign aid might affect corruption when 

organizations unwillingly need to pay and consequently contribute to corruption. 

There are limitations on how much aid agencies officially report about the corruption 

phenomenon. Even though experts and aid workers have lots of information about this area, 

their experiences and knowledge are hardly ever used. The selective distribution of aid is 

another problem that needs attention.61 The discussed problems affect the level of corruption 

when the illegal acts are never recognized and therefore hinders the donors to work properly 

against corruption.  

Another area that is addressed by Cremer is what he calls the “disbursement pressure.” With 

this comes difficulties that includes earmarked funds, less control, rule bending and excessive 

demands on the recipient countries and partners. When working under pressure to assist the 

poor, especially during occasions where the media focus on one particular situation or hazard 

and the donations are earmarked for that location, there are multiple difficulties with aid. 

There might also be a demanding from the public that the money reaches its destination 

quickly. This creates a situation where the aid agencies have less time to work on a 

sustainable solution, and they might have to bend the rules. The disbursement pressure will 

then affect both the level of corruption in the donor and the recipient state, and there will be 

less time to develop a non-corruption strategy.62 

His main argument is that corruption as a phenomenon reduces foreign investment and 

domestic growth. He also argues that corruption makes supporting the poor less effective.63  

 

                                                 
59 Cremer, Georg. Corruption & Development Aid – Confronting the Challenges pp. 1. 
60 Cremer, Georg. op.cit. pp. 29f. 
61 Cremer, Georg. op.cit. pp. 30f, 86-90. 
62 Cremer, Georg. op.cit. pp. 91-98. 
63 Cremer, Georg. op.cit. pp. 25. 
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My understanding of Georg Cremer is that he examines different ethical dilemmas that aid 

workers and aid organizations experience. He explains how these problems, in turn, can affect 

the level of corruption via the organizations.  

The second book that focuses on the aid agencies is Internationalisation of Corruption by 

Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher. They argue that countries can be forced into corruption 

due to the distribution patterns and harsh conditions. The environment to where aid is sent is 

often challenging, which can create corruption. The delivery of the assistance is usually 

hastened, which negatively affects the controlling of the resources. This might lead to 

situations where the resources end up in the possession of corrupt leaders.64  

The authors also acknowledge the difficulties that arise from having a multi-layered aid 

policy. Foreign aid becomes less transparent if operated by different layers before reaching 

the final destination. Two of the largest portions of foreign aid, project aid, and budget 

support are considered to be the most vulnerable components when it comes to leakage of 

funds and reduced effectiveness. The authors’ conclude that the assistance, in the form of 

budget support, feeds the financial system which is typically controlled by the government. 

This can lead to the resources being less transparent, and it also results in weaker budget 

reporting.65 

The authors’ main argument is that aid does not cause corruption, but that it might encourage 

corruption because of different aspects. One factor that could encourage corruption is bad 

governance. Another source that indirectly affects corruption is self-interest in aid. Bilateral 

aid donors often locate their assistance to former colonies and allies. This is less of a problem 

with multilateral aid. Corruption is also fueled by “Western” principles.66 

My interpretation of these two books is that Cremer focus more on ethical dilemmas that the 

aid workers experience and pressure from the public. Herrmann and Fletcher instead focus on 

transparency issues and self-interest in aid. The two books allow us to analyze the agencies in 

both the donor and the recipient country. 

3.3 The donor countries 

Contrary to the other authors, Graham Hancock, focus on the corruption in the donor 

countries. He includes both bilateral and multilateral aid organizations in his arguments.67  

A form of corruption that occurs in the donor countries is located in the motivation for 

support. According to Hancock, most of the aid workers are in the industry for the money. 

They consider aid as a business, and they value the benefits that they gain.68 
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The author believes that the Western aid agencies often disregard the greediness and 

irresponsibility of the leaders in the recipient countries. This provides the leaders with 

opportunities to keep up the bad work which then affects the phenomenon as the aid policy 

does not operate towards decreasing the level of corruption, it rather overlooks and indirectly 

promotes it.69  

Aid can create opportunities where recipient governments can spend their money on other 

things, for example on weapons, because the funding resources cover different problem areas, 

for example, famine and drought.70 Even though aid agencies are aware of the difficulties and 

the possible harms of providing assistance to corrupt leaders, they chose to ignore it.71  

Another problem that Hancock incorporates in his analysis is the lack of supervision. He 

notices that the aid funds sometimes never reach the recipient country. Instead, it squanders to 

western staff, errors and other redundant costs. The author illustrates situations where aid 

agencies appear to have acted thoughtlessly towards the recipient countries. For example, 

refrigerators were sent to Somalia from the US, but due to bad management and planning, 

they ended up being used as beds because they did not work with the local electrical system.72 

Hancock further exemplifies how fund-raising events often use unethical techniques to collect 

the most money. These methods include using powerful and emotional pictures and movie 

clips as a strategy. The funds raised then cover commercials and other equipment. Exposed 

frauds have been concealed with secret payments.73 

While Hancock mainly focuses on the corruption levels in the donor countries, he 

acknowledges that corruption occurs in the recipient countries as well.74 He argues that 

corruption at a village level is much less of a problem than corruption at the top.75  

My interpretation is that Hancock emphasizes a different understanding of the aid activities. 

To be able to analyze corruption and aid in both the recipient and the donor countries, these 

arguments are valuable to the debate. 

3.4 Three theories on corruption 
The authors chosen for this thesis presents different arguments when answering the first 

research question: does foreign aid affect the level of corruption, and how? The analysis of 

the five sources shows that there are two authors, Todd Moss, and William Easterly, who 

focus more on the recipient governments. They both claim that foreign aid does affect 

corruption. There are however differences between the authors arguments when analyzing 

transparency issues. 

                                                 
69 Hancock, Graham, Lords of Poverty – the power, prestige, and corruption of the international aid business. 

pp. 176ff. 
70 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 181ff. 
71 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 64. 
72 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 10-15. 
73 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 15-19. 
74 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 174f. 
75 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 175. 



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

23 

Todd Moss argues that bad governance in the recipient country is the main reason to why 

foreign aid affects corruption. He states that the governments are significantly involved in the 

economy, which gives them the power to use the aid resources however they want.76 Easterly 

presents a similar argument; and he argues that already corrupt countries causes foreign aid to 

deteriorate the government and oppose democratic values.77  

Todd Moss claims that it is preferable not to provide corrupt countries with much aid, due to 

the lack of transparency and the multiple donors system. Because of these problem areas, he 

argues that the aid will negatively affect the level of corruption in the recipient country. 

According to the author, NGOs are more likely to be transparent and control the aid resources. 

These organizations will therefore not affect the level of corruption as much.78  

William Easterly acknowledges the problem of lack of transparency among the aid agencies. 

He argues that the agencies have knowledge about the situation in the recipient countries. 

However, they chose to ignore this. He accuses the agencies of developing a form of language 

that they use to hide having this information from the general public. This is done to secure 

the reputation of the agencies and avoid donors to criticize their work.79 Lots of mistrust 

towards the agencies would probably occur if the public knew that the aid does contribute to 

corruption and that the agencies chose to ignore this fact. 

In my opinion, this lack of transparency among the aid agencies can be interpreted as a form 

of corruption in the donor country as the agencies choose to hide knowledge and ignore the 

fact that they contribute to increased levels of corruption in the recipient country. This is done 

to profit their interests and to sustain a good reputation among the public. Easterly’s 

arguments shows us that he acknowledges the problem existing in the donor countries as well 

as in the recipient countries. My opinion is that he achieves to cover a larger section of the 

problem than Moss.  

The second theory on corruption is the one focusing on the aid organizations in both the donor 

and the recipient countries. This category incorporates ethical dilemmas, transparency issues, 

pressure, and self-interest in aid. The arguments supporting this understanding is are 

presented by Georg Cremer and Herrmann and Fletcher. Their approach includes the donor 

countries to a larger extent than the approach by Easterly and Moss. The arguments from 

these two sources show that the authors do not think that foreign aid affects the level of 

corruption as directly as Easterly and Moss. 

Georg Cremer focus on the ethical discussions. He claims that aid indirectly can influence the 

level of corruption when aid workers end up in situations where they are forced to make 

choices that they normally would not do.  
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For example, corrupt leaders can use these tactics towards aid workers.80 His main argument 

is that corruption as a phenomenon makes supporting the poor less efficient.81 

Cremer, similarly to Easterly, discusses the problem that appears from lack of transparency 

within the aid agencies themselves. He claims that the aid workers gain useful experience and 

knowledge about corruption from working on the field. These workers may have ideas and 

solutions on how to work against corruption and avoid corrupt events from happening. The 

biggest problem is that they will not be able to share their ideas due to the lack of 

transparency. The aid agencies focus on preserving their reputation and therefore chose to 

ignore this knowledge.82 According to me, this behavior favors the corruption in the recipient 

countries and also the level of corruption in the donor countries.   

Cremer acknowledges something he calls the “disbursement pressure.” He explains this as 

being a consequence from earmarked aid, demands, media and time pressure. This results in 

less control of the aid flow and rushed decisions. This problem can be connected to the 

transparency issue. Similarly, this issue arises from the aid agencies trying to preserve a good 

reputation. This phenomenon can contribute to increased levels of corruption, both in the 

recipient and the donor countries.83 

The difference between Cremer and Herrmann and Fletcher is that they discuss different 

problems that the aid agencies suffer. Cremer focus more on ethical dilemmas and pressure 

while Herrmann and Fletcher examine transparency issues and the agencies self-interest in 

aid.  

Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher argue that countries can be forced into corruption due to 

aid distribution patterns and rough conditions. Another contributing factor is time pressure.84 

The authors’ main argument is that foreign aid in itself does not cause corruption, but it can 

encourage it.85 One reason for this is the governmental power. Budget support often ends up 

in the control of the government, which makes the assistance less efficient and also less 

transparent.86 

The third theory on corruption is the one by Graham Hancock; and he particular focuses on 

corruption in the donor countries. He argues that the aid resources are used within the donor 

country, resulting in that the aid never reaches its designated destination.87 He also states that 

the donors intentionally overlook the greediness of the recipient government. By doing this, 

the donors fuel corruption and facilitates bad governance.88  
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He concludes that foreign aid does affect corruption and that donors knowingly chose to 

intensify this phenomenon because they ignore the outcome of their actions as long as they 

have a good reputation.89 Hancock believes that the motivator for aid workers is the money. 

He argues that the assistance operations are perceived as a business and industry.90 

This analysis have given us multiple answers to the question: does foreign aid affect the level 

of corruption, and how? According to Moss and Easterly, foreign aid does affect the level of 

corruption due to bad governance and lack of transparency in the recipient country. Hancock 

also argues that aid does affect corruption, but he holds the donors responsible for this. He 

claims that the donors often use the money themselves and that they ignore the situation in the 

recipient country and therefore contribute to increased levels of corruption. Herrmann and 

Fletcher conclude that foreign aid does not cause corruption, but that it can encourage it. They 

claim that it is due to the rough conditions and transparency issues that aid can contribute to 

corruption. Cremer argues that corruption occurs where there is time pressure, and that aid 

can contribute to the problem when choices are made while being forced by corrupt leaders.  

My conclusion from these answers is that foreign aid might affect the level of corruption in 

different ways. It appears that corrupt activities take place in both the donor and the recipient 

countries, as well as within the aid agencies situated in both the donor and the recipient states. 

Different situations that indirectly contributes to corruption in both the donor and the recipient 

countries also contribute to a potential increased level of corruption. 

To further understand the arguments presented by the authors, it is useful to connect the three 

categories to the previously discussed development theories.  

Moss focus on bad governance in the recipient country and the lack of transparency. He 

notices the problems that follow from a high degree of involvement of the state. My 

interpretation is that he supports the understanding of neo-liberalism. Cremer believes that the 

state misuses its power when aid workers lack the opportunity to communicate their 

experiences and knowledge. He claims that this abuse of power hinders development and 

opportunity of local involvement. These arguments are compatible with the theory of neo-

liberalism.   

Herrmann and Fletcher examine self-interest in aid and the lack of transparency. They further 

claim that the governmental power is one factor that can contribute to corruption. Herrmann 

and Fletcher argue for pluralism and less western principles to avoid increased levels of 

corruption. There is a belief that local organizations, such as NGOs, are more open and 

effective. My opinion is that the arguments presented by Herrmann and Fletcher are 

comparable to the post-development theory. The post-development theory promotes 

grassroots involvement, local organizations and local engagement as well as a minimal state. 
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William Easterly’s arguments are, according to me, correlated to the human development 

theory as he promotes transparency and democratic values in an international community. He 

mainly focuses on the situated aid agencies and government in the recipient country. Easterly 

does however, contrary to the other authors, also acknowledge the shared obligations that the 

governments, the aid agencies, and the individuals have. 

Graham Hancock has a unique understanding of aids effect on corruption. In my opinion, his 

arguments best relate to the post-development theory. Hancock wants to focus on the original 

motivator for providing aid. He believes that the West is doing more harm than good with the 

aid. In his discussion, Hancock includes both the aid agencies, the governments, and the 

individuals. He argues that there is a need for political influence and transparency. My 

interpretation from Hancock’s opinions is that he realizes the need to recreate the aid policy 

and focus on assisting the poor people instead of concentrating on money and other profits. 

According to the capabilities approach, there is a need for increased inspections and 

regulations in the aid industry to work against corruption and contribute to development, both 

in the recipient and the donor countries. There is also a need for the aid agencies to become 

more transparent with their information and their work. The state has the obligation to put 

pressure on the aid agencies to become more open towards the public.91 Development is, 

according to this approach, understood as having freedoms. The individuals have to be 

included and given the opportunity to speak and chose their actions. The lack of transparency 

and withdrawal of necessary information hinders inclusion and subsequently development.92  

Amartya Sen recognizes the need for a reconstruction of the aid organizations. He argues that 

to decrease corruption there is a need for inspections and penalties where illegal activities 

occur. Sen acknowledges the difficulty of eliminating corruption, but he believes that reforms 

can at least reduce the profits from corruption.93 

My interpretation of the capabilities approach is that there is a need to reconstruct the aid 

agencies so that they put more effort into meeting the needs of the poor people.  

This re-establishment has to happen in both the donor and the recipient countries to avoid 

corruption on an international level. An effort on creating a sustainable global community is 

necessary to be able to develop multiple areas simultaneously. I believe that there is a need for 

a reliable and transparent government in both the donor and the recipient country. The 

government and the aid organizations can then work together on reconstructing the policy and 

upholding the transparency and inclusion of the people through regulations and controls.  

My theoretical idea differs from the three categories that were found in the analysis. My 

understanding is that the aid organizations in both the donor and the recipient countries might 

contribute to corruption. Thus, I share the arguments presented in the second category, the aid 

organizations.  
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I also agree with the arguments presented by William Easterly; that the government, mainly in 

the recipient country, can affect the level of corruption due to lack of transparency and greater 

governmental control. Moreover, I have the same opinion as Hancock when he argues that 

donors have a self-interest in aid and that there is a lack of supervision.  

Pluralism and inclusion in both the donor and the recipient country will create equal 

opportunities and power distribution within the aid organizations. I believe that this will allow 

the people to demand their needs and help the government to provide the capabilities to the 

citizens. In my opinion, this will enable an international community where aid becomes less 

corrupt and more effective.  

I believe that an influential government is necessary to regulate and control the aid agencies in 

both the donor and the recipient countries. Transparency, as well as inspections and 

regulations, need to be implemented to reconstruct the aid organizations and develop the 

policy. This monitoring needs to be performed by an external actor such as the state. With an 

equal power distribution, the aid agencies will also be able to supervise and control the 

government from partaking in corrupt activities.  
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Chapter IV: Measuring development and justice 
As discussed above, the development and aid policy have changed over the years. Multiple 

theories have targeted different areas and problems using several ways of measuring 

development.  

The authors will be divided into five categories based on their arguments on the second 

research question of this paper: how do you measure development and justice?  

Three of the categories emphasizes the economy in different ways. The democratic 

opportunities are presented in the fourth category, and the quality of life and good governance 

is discussed in the fifth.  

4.1 Economic growth and equal distribution 

One author argues that development and justice are reached through economic growth and an 

equal distribution of the resources. Toss Moss claims that by measuring economic growth in 

different ways, we can indicate if the situation in a country is getting better or worse, and by 

how much. Moss considers economic growth as being closely related to development, but not 

being completely the same. He shows that growth in the economy also results in for example 

increased health and higher growth rates.94  

According to Moss, the easiest way to measure development is through economic growth. He 

also considers this measurement to be the best one. His discussion shows that the measuring 

of “quality of life”, using the HDI method, only adds another estimate of the situation. He 

further argues that this approach is difficult to use because you have to weigh the importance 

of varies of factors to each other.95  

Moss discusses the justice aspect when he examines the distribution of income among the 

poor people. He believes that we should measure the equality of income using the “Gini 

coefficient.” This measurement ranges from 0 to 1, where zero is the highest degree of 

equality where all citizens have the same income. One is inequality, where there is one person 

who earns everything. The author presents different variables of poverty and justice but falls 

back to the measurement of the equal distribution of economy as the best measuring tool.96 

My interpretation of Todd Moss’s arguments is that he considers economic growth to be the 

source of development. The opinions presented in his book connects the economy to 

development within other areas, such as health care. When focusing on the justice aspect of 

development, he considers an equal distribution of income to be the ultimate measuring tool. 

The arguments are interpreted as with equal income among the citizens; you would reach 

development in all areas of society. 
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4.2 Economic growth and markets 

Contrary to Moss, Georg Cremer focuses on economic growth without including the aspect of 

justice to the discussion.  

Cremer mainly focuses on economic growth and domestic and foreign investment. He 

recognizes that poor economic performances affect the health care and the education 

possibilities.97  

The central measurement of development used by Cremer is argued to be economic growth. 

His arguments include other areas, but they are all claimed to be consequences of a poor 

economy.  

The author does not cover a distinguished argumentation or idea about the justice aspect of 

development. He does, however, mention the fact that corruption affects the poor in a way 

that they have no political influence. This holds them trapped in a situation where the 

resources that are given to the government to assist the poor does not reach the intended areas, 

and the people who should receive the aid does not have any power to do anything.98 My 

interpretation is that Cremer uses the possession of political influence as a measurement of 

justice and that he promotes less influence from the government to a larger extent than Moss. 

4.3 Economic growth and redefining development 

In contrast to Moss and Cremer, Hancock adds other components to the definition of 

development. He also discusses the inclusion of the poor and local engagement more than 

Moss and Cremer. 

Graham Hancock mostly focuses on economic growth and measurements such as GDP, 

illiteracy, medical opportunities and child mortality.99 He recognizes the difficulty with 

defining development. Definitions such as “developed” and “underdeveloped” are, according 

to Hancock, misused. This becomes a problem because today’s aid policy and aid 

organizations are constructed using these kinds of terms. The author recognizes the need for a 

wider approach where factors such as infrastructure, sanitation and healthcare are 

incorporated into the definition of development.100  

He further problematizes the mainstream idea of development, which is consistently 

changing, much based on media’s attention. This leads to unfulfilled aid projects and an 

unstable collective approach on how to assist the people in need.101  
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Hancock further argues that there is a need to include the poor themselves to create an outlet 

for them to contribute to the development work.102 My interpretation of this argument is that 

Hancock promotes political influence and democracy as aspects of justice. 

4.4 Democratic opportunities 

Herrmann and Fletcher are the sole authors that do not discuss development and justice to the 

same extent as the other writers. They do, however, present arguments that can be interpreted 

as ways of measuring development and fairness. 

Herrmann and Fletcher focus on discussing corruption as an international phenomenon rather 

than analyzing development aspects. The emphasis of the book is to discuss how to reduce 

corruption.103 The authors’ present the need for aid agencies to let the poor people 

communicate their needs and their thoughts on what is a useful aid.104 This is, in my opinion, 

an indication that they measure development and justice with what can be considered to be 

democratic opportunities.  

As described in the previous chapter, Herrmann and Fletcher argue that bilateral aid donors 

often have self-interest tied to their funding, which is not as common among multilateral 

donors.105 According to me, this phenomenon is discussed as being a problem of injustice, 

counteracting democratic values, and that is opposing the initial motivator for aid. 

4.5 Quality of life and good governance 

One author highlights the need for improvements in multiple areas in addition to economic 

growth. William Easterly acknowledges the need for good governance and the quality of life. 

Easterly utilizes multiple measurements of development, such as good governance, food and 

water resources, health, infrastructure, and democratic accountability. He also includes public 

services that are provided by the government.106 In his discussion on how Easterly considers 

homegrown development to be the most sustainable, he focuses on the economic growth as 

the prime measurement of progress.107 Later he argues that the aid policy should develop in 

many areas for the future.  

Easterly wants to abolish the idea that the assistance can save every single poor person on this 

earth and that all aspects of development can be achieved with this aid. His arguments state 

that aid should be provided to the poor individual, not to change the governments. He also 

claims that homegrown development with free markets is the only way that a country can 

escape poverty.  
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Consequently, he wants to shift the focus of the aid industry back to where he thinks it 

belongs, to provide medicine, roads, agriculture, water, healthcare and schools to the poor 

people. With these resources, aid can increase the “quality of life”, but it cannot save anyone. 

The author hopes for smaller projects with more control; and he notices the need for trying 

different solutions until we find a way that works.108  

4.6 Five theories on measuring development and justice 

There are multiple answers to the second research question: how do you measure development 

and justice? The economic growth plays a central part in how three of the authors define 

development. There are however different ways that the authors connect the economy to other 

aspects of development. One author argues that democratic opportunities are what creates 

development and justice. Measuring quality of life and to have good governance is considered 

to define development according to the fifth author.  

The first category, economic growth and equal distribution, contains arguments presented by 

Todd Moss. He distinguishes economic growth from development, but he considers them to 

be closely related. He argues that the economy affects other aspects, such as health and 

growth rates.109 Moss claims that the best way to measure justice is through determining the 

equality of income.110 My interpretation of these arguments is that they show a relationship to 

neo-liberalism. This theory emphases internal growth and acknowledges different aspects of 

development.  

The second category that was distinguished when analyzing the authors is the economy. 

Georg Cremer considers economic growth and domestic and foreign investment as being 

development. He further makes the connection between economic growth to health care and 

education.111 The author discusses the lack of political influence that the poor people suffer 

due to corruption. My interpretation of this discussion is that Cremer considers this to be 

unequal. In my opinion, he promotes democracy and an equal distribution of political 

power.112 The neo-liberalism idea with free markets and a growing economy is, according to 

me, compatible with the arguments by Cremer. My interpretation when Cremer acknowledges 

the need for inclusion is that he believes in a less powerful state to create a more balanced 

power distribution. 

Graham Hancock is dissimilar to both Cremer and Moss as he adds another dimension to the 

discussion. The third category, economic growth and redefining development, presents 

Hancock’s arguments on development and justice.  
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Graham Hancock argues in support of the need for political influence and an outlet for the 

poor people to contribute with their ideas to the aid and development industry.113 Hancock 

believes that there is a need for a wider comprehension of development. He wishes to include 

measurements such as healthcare, sanitation and infrastructure into the definition.114 In my 

interpretation, Hancock’s arguments are most equivalent to the post-development theory. This 

theory acknowledges the need for a broader perspective on growth and development. It 

advocates local engagements and grassroots involvement. The former belief that the West was 

ideal is something that the post-development theory wants to escape. 

The focus on economic growth shifts when analyzing the fourth category, democratic 

opportunities. Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher, in my interpretation, value democratic 

opportunities as they discuss the need for inclusion of the poor to express their needs.115 My 

conclusion from the analysis is that the authors also measures development with democratic 

opportunities and political influence. Herrmann and Fletcher further argue that bilateral 

donors have more self-interest tied to the aid than the multilateral donors.116 This is believed 

to demonstrate one problem that the authors considers to be unjust. Herrmann and Fletcher are 

deemed to support the ideas of the post-development theory. My understanding of their 

arguments is that they promote a less influential state and more inclusion of the poor people. 

They support grassroots involvement and pluralism.  

The most distinctive category is the fifth one, which is founded on the arguments by William 

Easterly. Easterly measures development with multiple aspects, for example, good 

governance, food and water resources, infrastructure, democratic accountability and public 

services that are provided by the government. He argues that the development and aid 

industry needs to advance in multiple areas.117 He does, however, consider economic growth 

as being the prime measurement when assessing the progress of homegrown development.118  

Easterly is deemed to belong to the philosophy of the human development theory. He includes 

multiple areas in his definition of development, many that we find in the MDGs. He manages 

to cover the human capacities and focuses on increasing the quality of life. The theory 

promotes the MDGs and it also, to a larger extent, includes the environment.  

My interpretation of the capabilities approach is that aid is linked to politics and policy 

making. My opinion is that reducing poverty is difficult because the capabilities and abilities 

vary. There is a need to realize the association between economic and political freedom. To be 

able to understand foreign aid and its correlation with corruption to develop the policy, we 

need to examine all aspects of development.  
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My theoretical understanding is most compatible with the arguments presented by William 

Easterly. He combines multiple measurements to define development, and he focuses on 

increasing the quality of life.  

He shows that he acknowledges the variation of capabilities that people want. He further 

implies that public services should be provided by the government, which is an argument that 

is corresponding with my belief that the government in both the donor and the recipient 

country is responsible for providing capabilities to the people.  

Easterly also notices the need for the aid policy to advance in multiple areas. This argument is 

similar to my interpretation of the capabilities approach. In my opinion, improvements in 

meeting the various needs of the people need to happen in all areas simultaneously to create 

the most equitable and justified aid. 
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Chapter V: Accountability 
The debate on who is responsible for the aid and its effectiveness is interesting to follow. 

There are multiple opinions on this area within the industry of assistance. Is it the recipient 

government, the aid agencies, the donor government or should it be shared accountability? 

The authors will be divided into three different categories based on their opinions when 

analyzing the third research question of this paper: who is considered accountable?  

There is one author that finds the recipient country as being responsible for development and 

corruption control. Another author holds the donor country accountable. Three books believe 

in shared accountability.  

5.1 Responsibility of the recipient country 

Todd Moss does not address accountability to a larger extent. There is only a shorter 

discussion on this question in his book. 

Todd Moss argues that the government in the recipient country is responsible for the 

development, and also the flow of resources. He explains that the recipient government should 

be regarded as a partner and that the aid agencies and the government establish a partnership. 

Moss also implies that the people themselves should be the ones that describe what kind of 

development and aid that they desire. The lack of feedback, the fragmentation and the 

unpredictability of aid flows are parts that the donors are responsible for while creating 

development and working against corruption is the recipients’ responsibility.119   

Todd Moss is the one author that claims that the main accountability for making aid work is 

an assignment of the recipient government.  

5.2 Responsibility of the donor country 

In contrast to Moss, Graham Hancock believes that aid can achieve its purpose if it 

discontinued in its present form. Hancock argues that the policy of assistance can be 

reconstructed into something that would benefit both the rich countries and the poor. The 

responsibility to support one another, and to decrease corruption, is individual. You should 

discover ways to assist according to your needs as you define them, and be guided by your 

agenda.120  

Graham Hancock argues that there are too many “middle-men” controlling the resources both 

in the donor and the recipient countries. These people lack accountability.121 A phenomenon 

that Hancock acknowledges in his book is that the Western aid agencies often shifts their 

responsibility to the government in the recipient country as a way of controlling corruption.122  

                                                 
119 Moss, Todd J. African Development – Making sense of the issues and actors pp. 131, 143f. 
120 Hancock, Graham. Lords of Poverty – the power, prestige, and corruption of the international aid business. 

pp. 192f. 
121 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 66, 193. 
122 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 180. 
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This is, according to me, considered to be a strange solution to the problem when the 

government might be corrupt. They give the responsibility to corrupt leaders, in hopes that it 

will control corruption. 

The targeted poor people seldom have an outlet or the power to make their voices heard; and 

this can create a situation of mistrust where the people chose to avoid trying to improve the 

aid. Hancock argues that the people who are in need of assistance is being left aside, and 

foreigners take over.123 The big aid agencies rarely focus on the mission of actually speaking 

to the poor individuals that they are supposed to assist. By ignoring this task, they lack 

knowledge of local experiences and settings.124 There is also a lack of transparency and 

accountability within the big aid agencies towards the tax-payers.125 

My interpretation is that Hancock urges change within the development and aid industry. He 

claims that the donor countries is accountable for making this transformation happen. If the 

agencies become more transparent and focus on gaining experiences as well as using their 

knowledge together with the poor people, the results and the effectiveness of aid would 

improve.  

5.3 Shared accountability 

Three out of the five books analyzed in this thesis encourages shared accountability. The 

arguments presented have differences that are valuable for the discussion. 

Georg Cremer regards corruption as being a global phenomenon and therefore argues that 

there should be shared accountability between the donors and the recipients to control the 

problem. Cremer defines corruption as independent from cultures or differences between 

societies. He further considers the issue of corruption as an obstacle on a global basis. The 

fact that significant parts of aid funds often are used by the recipient countries to buy goods 

from donor countries proves that corruption is a global phenomenon that should be solved 

with shared accountability.126 

Cremer further suggests that the aid workers should have the direct responsibility on the field, 

they need to use all available options to control corruption and minimize aid as a source of 

income for the leaders and officials. There is a responsibility to intervene whenever 

corruption occurs. Additionally, he observes the need for increased internal procedures in the 

recipient countries. These procedures might, for example, include reducing false 

paperwork.127  

Cremer provides the reader with an extensive discussion of his suggestions on how to manage 

corruption. In this part of the book, he focuses on both the donor and the recipient of aid.  

                                                 
123 Hancock, Graham, Lords of Poverty – the power, prestige, and corruption of the international aid business. 

pp. 113-124. 
124 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 124-131. 
125 Hancock, Graham. op.cit. pp. 55. 
126 Cremer, Georg. Corruption & Development Aid – Confronting the Challenges. pp. 60-63. 
127 Cremer, Georg. op.cit. pp. 65-70. 
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His arguments include education on the problem, the inclusion of the public, further research 

on the area, creating more risks with corruption, the possibility to cut off aid flow, lessen the 

power that the government has on the economy, change the priorities and changing the control 

and monitor mechanisms.128  

The second author that promotes shared accountability is William Easterly. His argument are 

different from the ones by Cremer. William Easterly believes that homegrown development 

and free markets are the best way to reach development. During this discussion, he promotes 

mutual accountability. The bilateral and multilateral aid agencies need to improve their work, 

and they should be responsible for their projects.129 He also encourages the approach of 

individual accountability for individual projects.130  

An important factor that Easterly discusses is the lack of political power and money that the 

poor people experience. Their needs are seldom taken notice of, and they can rarely hold 

anyone accountable to meet their demands.131 This argument is later strengthened when he 

emphasizes the need for the poor people’s voice and feedback on the aid projects. He also 

observes the need for giving them responsibilities. One approach that would be preferable, 

according to the author, is local experience and well-educated employees. These people 

would then be able to make most of the decisions because they are the ones that know the 

situation.132 

The third book that favors mutual responsibility is Internationalisation of Corruption by 

Herrmann and Fletcher. Their argument is different from the ones by Cremer and Easterly.  

Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher focus on the problem with having multi-layered aid. 

They argue that aid and responsibility become more difficult when provided from different 

donors. Their method of developing the policy is by improving the quality of accountability. 

The lack of local accountability becomes a problem as aid becomes entirely external. They 

argue that mutual accountability works best and that aid agencies should let the recipients 

participate to a larger extent. There is also a need for further education about corruption and 

more accurate targeting of the aid resources. Another problem that the authors examines is the 

poor and disregarded position that the recipient countries often have. The poor people have no 

power to hold either the government or the donor accountable. The aid agencies also need to 

work towards being more transparent and including.133 

Herrmann and Fletcher present ideas on how to reduce corruption. For example, they want to 

raise awareness about corruption as a phenomenon. They also see the need for transparency 

and increased accountability among the aid agencies and the recipients.  

                                                 
128 Cremer, Georg. Corruption & Development Aid – Confronting the Challenges. pp. 105-137. 
129 Easterly, William. The White Man’s Burden – Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill 

and So Little Good. pp. 369-372. 
130 Easterly, William. op.cit. pp. 367-384. 
131 Easterly, William. op.cit. pp. 16f. 
132 Easterly, William. op.cit. pp. 375-382. 
133 Herrmann, Daniela and Fletcher, Clare. Internationalisation of Corruption. pp. 206ff. 
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The authors promote ownership-based instruments, monitoring and continuous evaluation of 

the work and aid projects. This has been proven to reduce the levels of corruption as well as 

raise the responsibility.134 

5.4 Three theories on accountability 

The arguments presented by the five authors analyzed in this thesis are divided into three 

different categories. This provides us with three answers to the third research question of this 

thesis: who is considered accountable?  

Todd Moss argues that the recipient government is seen as accountable. He believes that to 

make aid effective; the donor has to control unpredictable situations, fragmentation, and 

feedback. The recipient government is responsible for using the resources sensibly to develop 

the situation. The recipient is responsible for taking action against corruption.135 

My interpretation of the arguments presented by Todd Moss is that the donors join a 

partnership with the recipient, who then is responsible for generating development. Moss 

focus on internal growth and less influence from the state. He, according to me, agrees with 

the belief of neo-liberalism. 

Graham Hancock, on the contrary, considers the donors being responsible. He believes that it 

is possible to construct a policy that would gain both the recipient and the donor. He argues 

that there are too many different actors operating the aid operations today. This system lacks 

transparency and accountability.136 Hancock further accuses the western aid agencies to 

transfer the responsibility to the recipients.137 This approach will not work if the recipient 

government is corrupt. He also argues that there is a lack of transparency and accountability 

towards the public in the donor countries.138  

Hancock also believes that responsibility is individual according to your capability.139 My 

interpretation of this argument is that the donor governments, individually, are responsible for 

creating a sustainable and fair system of providing aid to the extent that works for them. My 

understanding is that Hancock considers the donors as being responsible for designing an aid 

policy that is transparent and sustainable, but also that he believes that there is a need for 

internal growth and inclusion of the poor in the recipient countries.  

Hancock’s arguments are, according to me, compatible with the post-development theory. 

The interpretation of his arguments is that he promotes internal growth as well as inclusion of 

the poor. The arguments indicate that he believes that the donors are doing more harm than 

good when following the current aid policy and believing that the West are the ideal. 

                                                 
134 Herrmann, Daniela and Fletcher, Clare. Internationalisation of Corruption. pp. 208-211. 
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The majority of the authors’ analyzed share the understanding of shared accountability, 

however, their arguments differs. Georg Cremer believes that corruption is a global 

phenomenon, of which everyone should partake to control.140 Cremer also highlights that 

significant amounts of the aid are used to buy goods from the donor countries.141 With free 

markets, and aid resources flowing back into the donor countries, he argues that shared 

accountability is reasonable. Cremer notices a need for change, for example, to increase 

internal procedures, monitoring, and include the people and the aid workers as well as reduce 

the power of the government.142 This is, according to me, somewhat contradictory. In my 

opinion, there is a need for an influential, yet transparent, government to be able to monitor 

and regulate the aid agencies.  

Cremer’s arguments are, in my opinion, comparable to the idea of neo-liberalism. This theory 

suggest less powerful governments and also promotes free markets. 

The arguments by Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher provides us with another 

understanding of shared accountability. Herrmann and Fletcher consider the lack of political 

influence among the poor people to be a problem. The people lack the power to hold anyone 

responsible. They also argue that the agencies must become more transparent and include the 

poor. They further criticize the multi-layered system since it enhances the problem with being 

transparent.143  

Herrmann and Fletcher are, in my opinion, considered to follow the idea of the  

post-development school since they promote local engagement, pluralism, and inclusion of 

the poor people. My interpretation is that they suggest a less influential state. 

William Easterly also believes in shared accountability. He portrays a different picture of why 

this distribution of responsibility is preferable. Easterly claims that political power and money 

is important. Without these possessions, the people are positioned in a situation where they 

are incapable of doing anything.144 He further promotes homegrown development and free 

markets, something that is reached with shared accountability. Easterly urges the need to give 

the poor people responsibilities and let them make most of the decisions because they have 

the necessary knowledge about the situation.145 

William Easterly is, according to me, an advocate for the human development theory. He 

promotes globalization and inclusion of the individuals. Easterly acknowledges the need for a 

strong state and responsible aid agencies to distribute political power and resources equally. 

He believes in free markets as well as homegrown development. My interpretation is that he 

works towards creating an international community. 

                                                 
140 Cremer, Georg. Corruption & Development Aid – Confronting the Challenges. pp. 60-63. 
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According to the capabilities approach, the state is responsible for providing the people with 

capabilities. The state should also include the people and ensure that they have political power 

and opportunities to hold the government accountable to meet their demands.146 The approach 

also considers aid to be closely linked to politics and policy making. It is understood that 

poverty is multidimensional, and therefore difficult to nullify. The state needs to provide 

various capabilities at the same time as they need to consider the different abilities that the 

people have. Justice is challenging to create in these conditions.147 

My interpretation of the capabilities approach is that the aid and development policy should 

refocus to support the people who need assistance instead of developing a system where the 

economic benefits and self-interest of the donor and aid agencies outweigh the possible harm 

of the people. Development is reached when the government provides its citizens with 

freedom via capabilities. The governments’ in both the donor countries as well as the 

governments’ in the recipient countries are responsible for creating sustainable development.  

I believe that they should work together to create a global society. One method that will 

enable this is foreign aid. 

The author that is the most comparable to the theoretical idea in this paper is William 

Easterly. He agrees with the concept of shared accountability and homegrown development as 

well as globalization. He understands the need for a strong state to be able to control 

corruption. Easterly also notes the need for equal political influence.   
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Chapter VI: Results and Conclusion 
Chapters III through V analyzed the three research questions in this thesis. The answers to 

these questions will be used to discuss the overall problem: How can you develop the foreign 

aid to corrupt countries so that it is ethically justified? A discussion on if it is better not to 

provide aid to corrupt countries will also be included as this is an important factor to take into 

consideration. 

When analyzing the first question, does foreign aid affect the level of corruption, and how? 

my theoretical interpretation is not compatible with any of the three categories found in the 

primary sources. I identify with arguments from all the categories and create a fourth 

category. 

Georg Cremer and Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher focus on different areas when 

answering the same question. The answer to the first question according to this category is 

that foreign aid can encourage corruption, but it does not cause it. This can happen in both the 

donor and the recipient countries. There are multiple possible situations where aid can affect 

corruption. For example, the aid workers can be forced into agreeing to corrupt activities, and 

the aid agencies might make hastened decisions because they are pressured into doing so. 

Corruption can also occur as a consequence of the aid distribution patterns and the conditions 

in the recipient countries. Aid resources might in these cases end up in the possession of 

unreliable and corrupt leaders.  

Another situation where foreign aid can encourage corruption, or increase the level of already 

existing corruption, occurs when the resources are sent directly to the government. If the 

recipient government is corrupt, it will most probably decrease the level of transparency in the 

reporting of the aid. It can also be problematic to have a multi-layered aid policy because 

transparency is hard to uphold throughout all the actors. Self-interest in aid and Western 

principles also encourages corruption.  

William Easterly adds that the government, mainly in the recipient country, can affect the 

level of corruption due to lack of transparency and greater governmental control. Graham 

Hancock includes important arguments that donors have a self-interest in aid and that there is 

a lack of supervision. My understanding is that a combination of the arguments presented in 

the three categories provides a wider perception of how foreign aid affects corruption within 

the aid agencies and the governments in both the donor and the recipient country. This 

conforms a need for the agencies and the governments to work together to hinder corrupt 

activities. 

There are similar arguments in the previous research mentioned in Chapter I. In an article by 

William Easterly; he mentions that it is necessary to reconsider the aid policy. He believes 

that there is a lack of transparency and that numerous aid projects and programs are poorly 

organized and executed, which makes them ineffective.  
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Easterly claims that there is too much focus on maintaining a good reputation.148 Hoeffler and 

Outram add to this discussion in their article. They claim that there is self-interest in the 

distribution of aid resources. The location to where assistance is provided should create 

benefits for the donor. The study shows that there is virtually no evidence that shows that the 

motivator for the donors is to produce maximum gains for the recipient country.149 Bearce and 

Tirone discuss another form of self-interest in aid. They argue that the assistance is 

unsuccessful because of the aid allocation. Donors prefer to locate their resources to former 

colonies or to for example create allies in war.150  

According to me, the previous research shows that one recurring problem that is mentioned in 

different forms are self-interest in aid. I believe that this mentality affects the level of 

corruption in both the donor and the recipient countries. The arguments discovered in the 

previous research are, in my opinion, largely related to the beliefs by Graham Hancock. 

Hancock predominantly focuses on the donor country, as explained in part 3.3. He considers 

the donor countries as being ignorant and irresponsible and doing more harm than good. My 

understanding of the previous research is that they emphasize different areas where the donor 

contributes to less efficient, and possibly more damaging, aid operations.  

My interpretation of the capabilities approach is that the aid organizations need to focus on 

meeting the poor peoples’ needs. The obligation of the government in both the donor and the 

recipient country is to increase the quality of life and create freedom. I argue that the aid 

organizations have the same obligations. Therefore, they need to, together with the 

government, construct a way to work against corruption by developing a transparent policy 

with public reports and an inclusion of the people. They also need to reexamine the aid 

distribution patterns and the planning of the projects.  

If any of these measures are overlooked, the foreign aid will affect the level of corruption. My 

interpretation is that there is a need for an influential state to monitor and regulate the aid 

agencies to avoid corrupt activities and there is a need for transparent and powerful 

organizations to control the government.  

My interpretation of the capabilities approach connected to the second research question, how 

do you measure development and justice? supports the fifth category, quality of life and good 

governance analyzed in part 4.5. This category reviews the arguments by William Easterly.  

According to Easterly, development and justice are measured in quality of life. He evaluates 

development and justice with for example good governance, food and water resources, 

democratic accountability and access to public services. Easterly argues that public services 

need to be provided by the government.  
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Reform 2002, Vol 5(4). Harwood Academic Publishers, pp. 247. 
149 Hoeffler, Anke and Outram, Verity. “Need, Merit, or Self-Interest – What Determines the Allocation of Aid?” 

Review of Development Economics, 15(2), 248f. 
150 Bearce, David H. and Tirone, Daniel C. “Foreign Aid Effectiveness and the Strategic Goals of Donor 

Governments”. The Journal of Politics, Vol. 72, No. 3. July, 2010, pp. 848f. 



Masters in human rights, Spring 16   

Uppsala University, Master’s Thesis 

Melinda Sundsten 

 

42 

My interpretation of this argument is that both the government in the donor countries as well 

as in the recipient countries have this responsibility. Easterly incorporates the largest portion, 

out of all the authors, of the idea of the capabilities approach to his definition of development 

and justice.  

William Easterly’s arguments are to a large extent compatible with my theoretical 

understanding. The primary focus should be on the individual, not the government. By 

aspiring to increase the quality of life, we manage to include the different areas that the 

individual value and we can also measure a person’s freedom. This demands a strong state 

and good governance in an international community. Moreover, this also complies with the 

need for a strong state to inspect and help control the aid agencies. There is, however, a need 

for an equal power distribution so that the aid organizations have the mandate to monitor the 

government activities as well. 

Previous research shows that while comprehending the greater need for assistance in some 

countries, donors chose to provide resources to other nations. Alesina and Dollar recognize 

that donors offer larger quantities of aid to former colonies and to recipients that have larger 

markets. They, furthermore, conclude that countries with better governance but lower income 

are neglected. The people that require aid the most are put in a position with no assistance and 

no power.151 My theoretical understanding is that improving the quality of life and generating 

freedom for the individual is priority. The findings that Alesina and Dollar describe in their 

article show that the aid policy does not generate, rather deprives the people from, what the 

capabilities approach define as development and justice. 

The third research question in this thesis is: who is considered accountable? The category 

with the most similar arguments to my interpretation of the used theory is discussed in part 

5.2, shared accountability.  

Various arguments are supporting shared responsibility. These arguments are presented by 

Georg Cremer, William Easterly and Daniela Herrmann and Clare Fletcher. However, 

Easterly’s arguments are the most comparable to my theoretical understanding.   

William Easterly argues that, to achieve development, bilateral and multilateral aid agencies 

need to reconstruct their policy. This argument acts by the theoretical interpretation of the first 

and second research questions. Easterly further believes in individual responsibility for some 

projects. He highlights that the poor people often lack political power and resources. My 

understanding of his arguments is that he promotes globalization where the people in need of 

assistance are included in the work and where the agencies and the governments operate 

together to hinder corruption and to become transparent and ethical in their work.  

According to the previous research, the relationship between the aid organizations and the 

governments is constructed on muffling corrupt activities from both actors.  
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Brian Cooksey examined if aid agencies can combat corruption. He concludes that the 

organizations are aware of resources leaking to corrupt leaders and governments. Besides the 

lack of supervision and transparency, there is also a high degree of ignorance.152 Cooksey 

urges the agencies and governments to become more open and develop a non-tolerance 

policy.  

The answers to the three research questions are interconnected. The analysis has shown that 

the different arguments and ideas are strongly connected to the development theory that one 

consider to be the most compatible with one’s opinions. 

With the results from the analysis of the five books used in this thesis, we can discuss the 

overall problem. My intention with this thesis was to find a possible solution on how to 

develop foreign aid so that it is ethically justified if or when the resources affect corruption in 

either the donor or the recipient country.  

The analysis shows that aid in some cases encourages corruption and increases the risk of the 

resources doing more harm than good. This will, in turn, affect the development in both the 

donor and the recipient countries because of the lack of transparency, lack of democratic 

opportunities and the absence of good governance. Corruption hinders development and the 

various aspects that create the quality of life and freedom becomes difficult to provide to the 

people in need. The aid agencies together with the governments in both the donor country and 

the recipient countries have the main responsibility to design an aid policy that can meet the 

needs of the people and in turn, achieve a sustainable and ethically justified development 

everywhere. 

In my opinion, the current aid policy still does improve certain aspects of the quality of life 

and it also, to some extent, create freedom. The analysis also shows that the assistance can 

encourage corruption and possibly increase the risk of growing corruption, it does not, 

however, say that it certainly will cause or increase the level of corruption. Therefore, foreign 

aid should still be delivered to countries that suffer from higher levels of corruption. The 

citizens in corrupt countries are believed to possess less capabilities and freedom. According 

to me, this is an argument that supports providing aid despite the fact of it being at a higher 

risk.   

Contrary, Stephen Kosack, mentioned in the previous research, concludes that aid is only 

useful in democracies. With democratic values, good governance, and political influence, aid 

will enable increasing the quality of life. Kosack argues that the assistance should be relocated 

to solely democracies.153 I believe that it is important to focus on the primary motivator for 

providing aid, to assist the less fortunate people, and to emphasize the positive outcomes 

rather than the risks.  
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When aware of corruption being a global phenomenon that occurs in both the donor and the 

recipient countries, democracy or autocracy, it is easier to work against it. If the aid agencies 

are educated on corruption and use the knowledge of the people on the field as well as the 

poor people themselves, they can avoid difficult situations, and they can plan ahead and create 

more justifiable aid projects. The governments in each country can also use their power to 

control the aid agencies from corrupt activities. In my opinion, there has to be an equal power 

distribution among the actors, a transparent policy and an inclusion of the poor people and 

their knowledge.  

My theoretical understanding is most compatible with the ideas presented by William 

Easterly. He argues that development is reached through a reconstruction of the agencies and 

the policy, this demands a power distribution between the organizations and the governments. 

Easterly believes that the less fortunate people have to be more involved politically to claim 

their valued needs to create a fulfilled life.  

In addition to the arguments by Easterly, I argue that the development and aid policy should 

focus more on partaking as fellow humans in projects that are driven by experienced locals. 

This will create an outlet for the poor people to express their needs and become more 

politically involved. The people are accountable for developing projects that will increase the 

quality of life for as many people as possible. The aid organizations together with the 

government are then responsible for providing the necessary resources to finalize these 

projects.  

The capabilities approach talks about five policy issues that needs particular attention; 

political freedoms, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees and 

protective security. The discussion on how to develop justified aid include two of these policy 

issues: political freedoms and transparency guarantees.  

The results show that there is a need to research the aid policy further and unveil the ongoing 

corrupt activities to the public eye. In my opinion, the aid organizations and the governments 

need to be subjected to pressure from the public to become more transparent and to include 

the people to a higher degree. This will create an equal power distribution as the general 

public can hold the agencies and governments responsible and demand them to restructure the 

policy. Hereafter, foreign aid can assist reaching justice and development without affecting 

corruption. These changes would, according to me, create the most ethically justified aid 

policy.  
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Chapter VII: Summary 
The relationship between aid and corruption is a debated topic at an international level. 

Researchers within schools of economics, politics and development studies have explored in 

what way we can make foreign aid sustainable and more efficient. There is, however, a lack 

of ethical studies of the topic.  

The overall problem: How can you develop the foreign aid to corrupt countries so that it is 

ethically justified? was used to construct this thesis.  

Three research questions were asked to five different primary sources to analyze the various 

arguments about this topic. The questions are: I) does foreign aid affect the level of 

corruption, and how? II) how do you measure development and justice? III) who is 

considered accountable? The arguments were divided into different categories and compared 

to the theoretical interpretation of the capabilities approach by Amartya Sen.  

There are various answers to the research questions, and the analysis shows that aid and 

corruption are subjects where researchers hold opposing views.  

An interpretation of the Capabilities Approach by Amartya Sen was used to compare the 

arguments by the different authors. This comparison showed that my theoretical idea formed a 

forth category with influences from the three analyzed categories when focusing on the first 

research question. The theoretical interpretation of the second question was most compatible 

with part 4.5, quality of life and good governance. The third question combined my 

theoretical understanding with the category shared accountability discussed in part 5.3. 

Foreign aid can boost corruption and increase the risk of doing more harm than good. This is, 

however, not a direct connection to that the assistance will cause corruption. Corruption as a 

phenomenon negatively affects the development in both the donor and the recipient countries.  

The aid agencies are holding the primary accountability to work against corruption and to 

reconstruct the aid policy. Aid should still be distributed to countries with higher levels of 

corruption because the analysis did not show any absolute negative outcomes from aid. The 

assistance is automatically more justified when including the poor people and when utilizing 

the knowledge of the local aid workers.  
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