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Democratization in Africa :
.____—_____———_————v

Some Exgloratorx Views

Introduction

The retreat of authoritarianism, dramatized by the still unfolding

revolutians in Eastern Europe, has injected a new poignancy and meaning to

the African debate on democratization. To many Africans, the demise of the

'vanguard party’ of Leninist ideology and practice has called into

question the legitimacy and viability of the ’one-party state’ in Africa.

Pluralism has become a catchuord and the meaning of the term has shifted in

emphasis from the salience of ethnicity to the realm of political

democracy.

The democratization drive in Africa is a concern that dates back to,

and is implicit in, the nationalist struggle for independence. But the

inherited parliamentary models failed to live up to the democratic ideals.

The failure was due partly to the colonial legacy and partly to the

unresolved contradictions between the imperatives of denacracy and the

exigencies of development. 'Hhat emerged from the debris of the

parliamentary model were varied forms of personal rule that achieved

degrees of successes with varied degrees of coercion. Where there was

successe, however, it was precarious, temporary and crippled by its class

and ethnic limitations; where there was failure, it was egregious, massive

(1)

and tragic."

The democratization process in Africa, therefore, can be seen as yet

another attempt to fulfill the promises of independence. The challenges

 

 



 

 

are no less demanding today than they were more thanBOyears ago; the

consequences of failure may even be greater.

Some Definitional Problems

The word ’democratizatian" immediately brings to mind the question .

what kind of democracy? The almost universal claim to democracy has given

the term as many meanings as usages. The uses of the concept range from

the descriptive-prescriptive (parliamentary democracy) to the mutually-

(2)

exclusive (totalitarian democracy).

In this context, the term is used in its liberal-pluralist sense,

defined in terms of civil rights, equitable allocation of power, and public

accountability.

This shifts the problem of definition to the concept cf pluralism

itself. The term is often closely associated with the values, traditions,

and practices of liberal democracy (Alhund's Anglo-Anerican type). In its

most general sense, pluralism denotes the openness and diversity of

society. Group theorists explain pluralism in terms of the interactions

between a multiplicity of groups, with differing legitimate interests,

making claims on the decision—making processi3) The central assumptions of

pluralism emphasize the plurality o¥ values and interests of participants

in policy-makinq, and the plurality of actors involved. In a pluralistic

society, power is widely distributed among groups and is used to intluence

the institutions of government :

A general consensus prevails 0n fundamental

principles of the 'rules of the game' or what

outer limits of conflict ere acceptable ...

  



 

Thus the multipouer-centered society persists

partly because of the exertion of the

countervailing powers by many groups in

conflict. Through the achievement of a

temporary balance of power, equilibrium is

established and social stability is

achieved.(4)

As such, pluralism can be seen as having wider relevance and significance

to the African situation where the issues of -equality and power

distribution have not been resolved.

Yet this approach assumes the prevalence of a degree of social

homogenéty and political consensus that may not be obtainable even in most

Western societies. This can mean _that in plural societies not

characterized by homogenity and consensus the prerequisites for democratic

government are not presentf5)1n this sense, pluralism can be said to be

incompatible with democratization because it refers specifically to

“segmental cleavages" in society. Indeed, pluralisn is sometimes defined

as automatically imposing the structural necessity for domination by ane

segment in society in order to eéfect “nundenocratic regulation of group

relations.“(6)

These two aspects of pluralism in fact underline one central problem

of democratization, namely : how can liberal-democratic pluralism be

achieved without exacerbating the tensions inherent in ethnic-cultural

pluralism? The issue is directly related to the wider context of political

development theory. Arend Lijphart notes three significant aspects of the

notion of political development: 'In the first place, democratization and

other dimensions--of-develophentnare-usually thought to be dependent on

national integration ... Second, the prescription for policy-making which

follows from this proposition is that nation-building must be accorded

priority and must 'be the first task of the leaders of the developing

states. Third, the usual view is that nation-building entails the

eradication of primordial subnational attachments and their replacement



 

 

(7)
with national loyalty." Leonard Binder argues that ”national integration

requires the creation of a cultural-ideological consensus of a degree of

comprehensiveness that has not yet been ‘seen in these [developing]

countries."(8)

It can be argued that the two dimensions at .democratization and

national integration need not be seen as making mutually exclusive claims,

nor that the achievement of the latter is a prerequisite for success in the

former. As Lijphart points out, several plural societies in Europe have

achieved stable democracy not through social hnnogenity but by

“consociational” methods which he defines in terms of “both the segmental

cleavages typical of a plural society and the political cooperation of the
(9)

segmental elites."

The relevance of these aspects of pluralism to the African situation

raises a number oi questionsconcerning the prospects of achieving or

sustaining democratization. How can politics within the African context be

seen as involving edjustment of conflicting claims or, more to the point,

as resolving the basic questions raised by Lassuell of who gets what, when,

and how? Can the state he made a largely neutral arena of group conflict

providing access to policy making? Or does the democratic process itselt

inherently make such access selectively controlled? More fundamentally,

how can the contradictions in the different strands of liberal-denocratic

pluralism and ethnic-cultural pluralism be resolved?

11

The African Debate

. In the current African debate on democratization, (which has been

going on since the mid-19805 in academic institutions, conferences,

U
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publications and the mass media) some interesting hypotheses have emerged

providing useful insights into African perceptions of democratization.

P. Anyang Nyong’o argues that “after thirty years of independence,

there is no convincing correlation between dictatorship or authoritarian

regimes and higher levels of economic growth or development in A+rica." He

sees the case for democracy as being based on two "anti-state' assumptions.

Firstly, democracy provides {or the organization of the people into

competitive groups that would "tameII state power by conpetiting for it in a

nulti-party pluralist system. Second, democracy would confine the role of

the state to a “coordinator of society", leaving development issues to non-

(10)

state actors.

T. Mkandauige questions the implied assunption that there is a

correlation between development and democracy, arguing that even if such a

correlatinnship exists it need not necessarily suggest' causation. He

critizes the notion of correlationship as being an instrumentalist view of

democracy in the sense that democracy is seen as “an efficacious political

means to development." Mkandawie makes the point that the question of

democracy should be raised in its own right and the case for it made on its

(11)

own merits.

Sanir- Amin cautions against the nation of "anti-statism". He argues

that the essential lesson of the failure of the ’development' of Africa is

"the impossibility 0+ achieving anything significant economically in the

absence of a popular national state, that is one that is both strong (to

resist the negative pressures coming from the world system and their

internal ramifications) and democratic.:12) Amin views democracy as 'an

unavoidable condition” which is necessary to ensure the efficiency of a

socialist social order, not a capitalist one.

 
 



 

 

Kivutha Kibuana maintains that, "one of the lessons to be learned from

the socialist experience is that one-party rule cannot simply be maintained

through state violence; indeed, for any system of government to be viable,

it must continuously convince its citizens of its moral right to govern.“

He argues that the attainment of full-fledged Hestern-style democracy in

Africa is a long-tern prospect and would require unrestrained economic

development so that a national bourgeoisie could develop to create

competing segments capable, in turn, of creating diverse and competing

parties. Kibuana envisages a transitional stage in democratic

transformation which he calls ’minimal’ or ’threshold’ democracy, or even

(13)

one-party pluralism. These prepositians imply a causal correlation

between development and democracy in which democracy is the prerequisite.

155a B; Shivji maintains that the right 0% 'the people to free

organization, which the bureaucratic one-party state in Africa has tended

to deny, is the nnet decisive issue in political democracy. But he sees

free organization not in tetms of the {ormation of class parties and non-

government organizations in e multiparty system, but in terms of the

formation of what the calls "people’s organizations'. These are defined as

“voluntary associations of unrkers and farmers at the grass-roots level who

defend their immediate interests and derive their democtratic practices

from direct experience.“ Shivji provides no institutional context within

which these "democratic practices” could realitically be implemented in

(14) '

practice.

Aikael Kweka raises the question 0+ whether democratic reforms today

are "a historical necessity for Africa or more of a political dictate being

imposed by Nestern donor countries." He maintains that the Tanzanian model

of a socialistically oriented one-party system has accumulated good  



 

experience with inner-party democracy but has failed to generate a

synthesis between individual freedom and responsible life in the community

because of the impact of the market oriented economic reforms imposed by

the IMF. Kweka, however, concludes that a multiparty system has become an

"internal necessity“ because it is interpreted as a response to growing

social stratification. But he cautions that the multiparty state can only

flourish if it disengages itself {rob dependency on the international

(15)

economic system.

The reason why this should be the case is suggested by Nyanagabayaki

Bazaara in 5 separate but related thesis. He views the multiparty system

as “the latest added condition for receiving loans" and an attempt to

buffer economic structural adjustments politically by means that are

inappropriate since extraneous to the African context. A multiparty system

could, at best, liberate the middle classes but would not necessarily

alleviate the obverty of the masses. As such, structural adjustments would

be implemented under repressive political conditions, thus eroding further

the social basis for political denocracyflb)

These views represent some of the salient aspects of the ongoing

African debate on democratization. The debate, so far, raises some crucial

issues and advances some usetul hypotheses even though some basic questions

concerning the dynamics of transformation of democratization still remain

largely unexplored. What does the democratization process so far suggest

about the type, motivation, and claims of the social forces that are

challenging the old order? ”by are there variations in the processes of

transition to democracy? How can state responses to date inform us about

the content and direction of the democratization process in the future?

The continual unfolding of the democratic process in Africa will

certainly inject new insights into these and other areas of the ongoing



 

African debate. Equally, the fact that the debate is taking pliCE‘at all,

reflects a spirit of democratic optimism that is bound to enhance the cause

and the likelihood of democratic transformation.

III

Pluralist Pressures and State Responsesl

Internal and external pressures are mounting on authoritarian regimes

in Africa to introduce some measure of democratic reform. The worsening

economic crises and pervasive political decline have exposed the

inefficiency, as well as the vulnerability, of authoritarian rule. As a

World Bank report put it :

In many Atrican countries the administrations,
judiciaries, and educational institutions are now
mere shadows of their former selves. Equally
worrying is the widespread impressions of
political decline. Corruption, oppression, and
nepotism are increasingly evident. These are

hardly unique in Africa, but they may have been
exacerbated' by development strategies that
concentrate power and resources in government
bureaucracies, without countervailing measures to
ensure public accountability or political
consensus. On the one hand, in several countries
the neglect of due process has robbed institutions
of their legitimacy and credibility. 0n the other
hand, the proli§eration of administrative
regulations has encouraged corruption and set the
individual against the state.(17)

The call for democratic political reform has come from those who have

been excluded tron the decision-naking process - various sections of the

middle classes, vparticularly intellectuals and professionals. Internal

pressures for democratization are motivated by a general desire for a more

open system both politically and economically, hence the commitment to

pluralistic democracy. For many internal forces in Africa, pluralism

essentially entails the transformation of the one-party regime into a



 

 

multiparty ~sy5ten. For the emerging African bourgeoisie. the failure 04

economic recovery and development under socialist-oreinted one-party rule

leaves the door open for market-ecanomy realism.

The level of internal pressures, and the degree of state responses_ to

them, would seem to depend on the economic-base and political organization

of the middle classes. "Where the middle class is considerably large,

economically capable and cohesive, the political leadership is likely to

bow to its demands... Those countries which resist power shating formulae

are likely to enter periods of political instability that will obviously be
(18)

detrimental to their economic growth."

Many countries have resumed or accpeted some measure of political

pluralism (e.g. Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, Senegal), while others at least

pay lip—service tn plural politics. Nyong’n notes some interesting

emerging patterns in state responses to these pressures. 'The old British

colonies which have never been disturbed by military rule and have been

under presidential authoritarien systems throughout the independence

period, seem the most reluctant to democratize." (e.g. Kenya, Malawi,

Tanzania). The ruling elites in these countries still maintain their

de§ence of the merits of the one-party system. More signiéitant is the

fact that pro-Marxist regimes have been more responsive on the whole to

democratization demands. (e.g. Angola, Guinea-Bissau,. Cangn-Brazaville,

Benin). In some countries there has been a process of cooptation whereby a

pluralist structure is imposed {ram above. (e.g. Nigeria and the
, (19)

Franophone states, notably Senegal).

In all cases a pattern has set in : as popular pressures for

democratization itensify, concessions to some measure of plural politics

are belatedly made. The economic and political cost of resistance to

10

  



 

pluralist pressures is proving to be progressively prohibitive. It has

resulted in the overthrow of reignes by popular armed struggle (e.9.

Ethiopia, Somalia), in protracted civil war (e.9. the Sudan), in violent

disturbances (e.9. Zaire), and in destabilization and increasing isolation

(2.9. Kenya). By contrast, the demise of authoritarian rule in Zaabia

through due electoral process has not only shown that transition to

pluralist politics need not be violent but also 9that the democratic

precedent can become a contributory element in influencing the

democratization process in other countries (e.g. Kenya).

Part of the problem in trying to determine why states respond as they

do is that we are dealing with a situation which is still in flux. State

responses can be more of an expression of £rustration with the working of

the existing model than of a commitment to a proposed one. What may seem

to be the onset of the transitional stage can turn out to be a ploy to

destablize the opposition. A related problem of transition is the tendency

to create an authorized opposition which, as Dawisha notes, assumes the

role of an official ’devil's advocate’(20)

External - pressures for economic liberalization and political

democratization are manifested in the new conditionality for Western aid

and investment. While African democrats welcome this new conditionality as

a useful weapon in the democratization process, there is considerable

uneasiness about the motivations behind it. Many Africans are suspicious

that the West is using the :onditionality to reduce Africa’s share of the

global assistance that is now East-bound. Salim Lone argues that the

advent of democratization is not going to suddenly generate capital inflows

because the compelling economic and political rationales do not existgl)

There is also general scepticism about the viability of market economy

prescriptions in western aid programmes.

11
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One problem with this kind of external pressure is that its very

effectiveness depends on universal rather than selective application. But,

paradoxically, the more effective the application, the less attractive it

becomes to the recepient. If investment and development assistance is not

coming large enough and fast enough, there may be little incentive for the

authoritarian regime to risk the painful political and economic structural

(22)

adjustments that are likely to make the regime more vulnerable. The

limitations on the conditionality 0+ democratization may become more

pronounced as the marginalization of Africa in international discourse

continues.

1v

Future Prospects

The democratization process in Arica has been described as entailing

the second coming of African independence. The process has set in motion

tremendous forces that can have far-reaching implications for the future of

democracy in Africa. Hill democratization necessarily entail a better

performance of the state, a more equitable allocation of resources, and a

more secure commitment to the civil and human rights of individuals and

communities? How can these positive tendencies be encouraged and

strengthened? Or will the overall impact of democratization possibly be to

. rekindle and reinforce the kind of distintegrativ'e {orces that are

currently plaguing some of the emerging democracies in Eastern Europe? How

can these negative forces be mitigated and contained?

There is no reason why it should be an either/or situation. Elements

of both forces can be simultaneously at work. The interplay between these

forces as well as within them, is invariably influenced by the level of

pluralist pressures and the degree of state responses. These, in turn,

12  
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- , will most likely determine the nature and duration of the crucial

transitional stage to pluralist democracy.

The general trend, so far, is more positive than negative. The

content of democratic transformation in some African countries has been

relatively peacetul and more real than artificial. flare African states are

moving towards pluralist politics than in the opposite direction. The

process itself can become self-generating and contagious.

Democratization has become the burning issue (sometimes literally) in

almost every part of the world. But the African experience in this respect

(with the possible exception of the unique South African situation) has

received less attention than the more dramatic developnrnts elsewhere,

particularly in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Given the

interrelation ane linkages between these phenomenathe African experience

needs to be evaluated in its own right as well as in relation to others.
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