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The power of demonstration: To increase
resilience, democracy must be shown to work
Ken O. Opalo
African states have made considerable democratic progress in recent decades, but the quality
and impact of elections still leave much to be desired.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

With case studies from Kenya, Nigeria, and South
Africa, this policy brief examines the state of electoral
democracy in Africa. Overall, the biggest threat to
electoral democracy in the region is the disconnect
between elections and the lived experiences of
voters. The failure of electoral politics to produce
tangible improvements in living standards risks
pushing voters in the region to consider alternative
forms of government. This quest for alternatives
is taking place in the midst of a global democratic
recession. Buffeted by populist politics at home,
Western states no longer have the ability to serve
as examples of democratic governance that works
for citizens. At the same time, China’s economic
success is increasingly challenging the claim that
only accountable democratic government can
deliver sustainable improvements in citizens’ living
standards.

Since the early 1990s, African states have made
significant gains toward the institutionalization of
electoral politics. Nearly all countries in the region hold
regular general elections, a number of countries have
consolidated norms of presidential term limits, and
instances of unconstitutional transfer of power are at
an all-time low. However, both the quality and impact
of elections in the region remain wanting. In most
countries, elections are seldom free and fair—with
incumbent parties enjoying almost insurmountable
advantages on account of their access to state
resources for targeted clientelistic benefits, vote
buying, and manipulation of electoral management
bodies. At the same time, state weakness in much
of the region limits politicians’ ability to implement
programmatic policies that yield tangible benefits to
voters. As such, elections in many African states tend
to be fought on the basis of personalities, identity
politics, and short-term clientelistic benefits.
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In the main, the future of electoral democracy in
Africa will depend on governments’ ability to improve
living standards in the region. This has important
implications for the design and implementation
of Western democracy promotion programs. Such
efforts must not only focus on improvements in
the conduct of elections and governance, but also
on the strengthening of states’ capacity to govern
and to provide vital public goods and services. Only
then will both citizens and elites see the value of
defending electoral democracy at all costs.

and the need to adhere to still-nascent democratic
norms. Second, over the last decade, a number
of African states (such as Cameroon, Chad,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, and Sudan)
have found themselves on the frontlines of the
global efforts to counter violent extremism (CVE).
Involvement in CVE poses the risk of democratic
erosion in these countries, as leaders exploit the
international cover to abuse power (e.g., through
corruption) and violate basic human rights.2 And
finally, China’s economic forays into Africa have
significantly altered the incentives for adhering
to democratic norms from the perspective of
African leaders. These developments raise two
important questions: What are the prospects for
further democratic consolidation in Africa through
deeper institutionalization of electoral politics in
the region? And how can African elections become
mechanisms through which citizens can hold
leaders accountable for the delivery of public goods
and services?

INTRODUCTION
Since the early 1990s, electoral democracy has
become entrenched in sub-Saharan Africa. All of
the region’s states, with the exception of Eritrea,
hold regular general elections. Irregular transfers of
power (through coups or violent rebellions) are at an
all-time low. And in a number of countries, executive
term limits are entrenched. Overall, the general
trend is one of increasing institutionalization of
democratic politics in the region.1

This policy brief examines what recent global political
trends portend for the prospects of democratic
consolidation in Africa. With focused analyses of
three bellwether states—Kenya, Nigeria, and South
Africa—it will provide a schematic summary of the
state of electoral democracy in the region. Kenya
is an important economic and political power in
the wider Eastern African region3 whose nascent
democratic institutions are faced with increasing
pressure from fractious ethnic politics, high
levels of unemployment, corruption and general
ineffectiveness of the public sector, and security
challenges posed by the al-Shabaab terror group. In
West Africa, Nigeria (Africa’s most populous state)
faces similar challenges. Anemic economic growth,
corruption and mismanagement of its oil wealth,
and insecurity challenges posed by Boko Haram
continue to test the viability of Nigerian electoral
democracy and its ability to serve as an effective
anchor of regional stability. The viability of Nigeria’s
democracy will have an important demonstration
effect within the 15-member Economic Community
of West African States (ECOWAS).

At the same time, African states are far from
the ideal state of liberal democracy. Most of the
region’s elections are not free and fair. And while
the region’s legislative elections are marked by
high turnover, they are yet to deliver meaningful
levels of political accountability. Presidents still
remain largely unaccountable—in part due to
the continued weakness of the region’s political
parties, legislatures, and judiciaries. And perhaps
most importantly, for most Africans, elections
remain divorced from service delivery. Instead of
yielding programmatic policy benefits, elections in
most of the region’s states tend to be fought on
the basis of personalities, ethnicity, or the ability to
deliver short-term clientelistic benefits.
Current global trends may exacerbate these
challenges. First, as more Western democracies
succumb to the pressures of populist authoritarian
politics, Africa’s political elites may feel less
constrained by the demands of electoral politics
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Finally, how South Africa deals with the
contradictions of its internal political economy will
have a far-reaching impact in the wider Southern
Africa region. After more than two decades of
post-apartheid black majority rule, South Africans
have become disillusioned with the idea of a
“rainbow democracy.” The country has one of the
most unequal societies in the world (largely along
racial lines). In addition, entrenched corruption
in government has eroded the legitimacy of the
African National Congress (ANC). This has opened
up opportunities for populist politicians to emerge,
with ever more aggressive forms of redistributive
politics. How South Africa handles these challenges
will provide a model for dealing with entrenched
economic inequality in countries such as Angola,
Namibia, and Zimbabwe. South Africa’s political
stability will also have implications for its ability
to influence the behavior of political leaders in
the 16-member Southern African Development
Community (SADC) bloc.

parties compete with a credible chance of winning
executive power. The second group comprises
hegemonic party states—such as Angola, Ethiopia,
Mozambique, and Tanzania—where ruling parties
dominate the state, with little chance of losing
executive power to opposition parties at the ballot
box. Finally, a number of electoral autocracies—
such as Cameroon, Gabon, Togo, and Uganda—
still remain in the region under the leadership of
effective life presidents that are unchecked by
opposition parties or established term limits.
A significant gap exists in the region between the
promise of electoral democracy and the actual
experience of citizens. While recent research shows
promising signs that electoral democracy has
created incentives for programmatic policymaking
in Africa, there is still widespread dissatisfaction
with government performance in the region’s
states.5 For example, according to Afrobarometer
data, (Round 7), while 67 percent of Africans
support democratic forms of government, only 32
percent approve of their respective governments’
performance in improving living standards for the
poor.6 The widespread discontent with government
performance in the region is often manifested in
high electoral turnover but without accountability—
with implications for the development of institutions
of accountability such as legislatures. High turnover
in legislative elections partially contributes to
legislative weakness and the continued prevalence
of unchecked presidents in the region.7 This reality
has left many African states in a suboptimal
equilibrium in which poor government performance
is accompanied by high electoral turnover, but
without any resultant improvements in the quality of
public goods and services provided by governments.

MAKING ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY WORK IN
AFRICA
According to both the Polity II (see Figure I) and
Varieties of Democracy Report (2018), the state
of electoral democracy in Africa is bucking the
global trend of erosion of democratic norms.4 On
average, the region’s electoral democracies are
getting stronger—albeit from a low base. However,
elections alone do not make a democracy. And
across the region, electoral politics take place
under three main institutional backgrounds. In the
first group are competitive electoral democracies—
like Benin, Ghana, Mauritius, and Senegal—that
have vibrant multiparty politics in which opposition
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A new player is changing this dynamic in conflicting
ways. The injection of Chinese aid and visible public
projects backed by Beijing have significantly moved
the needle with regard to the provision of public
goods and services. For the first time in a long time,
several African towns and cities have been able to
witness the design and timely completion of largescale infrastructure projects. These projects have
contributed to the positive view of China in the
region. In six countries surveyed in 2017, an average
of 58 percent of respondents had a favorable view
of China (with a high of 72 percent in Nigeria and a
low of 45 percent in South Africa).8 At the same time,
Chinese aid and projects in Africa typically come
with no conditionality on the quality of governance
and are generally perceived to provide opportunities
for mega-corruption.9 Instead, China has been
promoting its brand of hegemonic single-party
rule by building strong institutional relationships
between the Chinese Communist Party and ruling
parties in African states.10 How African elites and

World adjusted

their populations navigate the conflicting effects of
China’s forays in Africa will have a strong influence
on public perceptions and support for accountable
democratic forms of government that deliver on
citizens’ demands for public goods and services.11
China’s emergence as a source of muchneeded capital poses serious questions about
the continued ability of the West and Westerndominated multilateral organizations to leverage
their economic power to nudge African states
toward greater democratic consolidation. The
West’s waning influence in the region has been
further exacerbated by two factors. First, by focusing
attention on domestic issues, populist pressure
in Europe and the United States has dampened
Western leaders’ appetite for continued promotion
of governance reforms in African states. Second,
the need to deal with migrant flows as well as
security and economic challenges in the Sahel, the
Horn of Africa, and North Africa has made Western
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leaders willing to both engage in and ignore human
rights abuses by their African counterparts.12 Efforts
to counter violent extremism in the region have
emboldened several autocratic African leaders to
securitize ever more elements of public life. Antiterror laws have targeted government critics and
given presidents the power to shut down internet
connectivity at critical times in several countries
in the region. The next section looks at the three
cases of Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa in more
detail.

public administration fuels corruption and general
government ineffectiveness.15 The failure of Kenya’s
institutions—including the legislature, judiciary, and
independent commissions—to check public officials
(including the president) significantly contributes
to the erosion of public trust in state officials
and institutions. Fifty-three percent of Kenyans
disapprove of the government’s performance in
improving the lives of the poor, while 71 percent
disapprove of the incumbent government’s
handling of the fight against corruption.16

POTENTIAL REGIONAL ANCHORS OF
ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY IN AFRICA

Kenya’s strategic importance in Eastern Africa
cannot be overstated. The country is the
diplomatic, transportation, and economic hub of
the region—with its capital Nairobi hosting several
important international missions and the regional
headquarters of international firms. Kenya is also
an important troop contributing country to the
African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) and
a significant player in efforts to stabilize South
Sudan. In addition, due to the its influence within
the East African Community (EAC), trends in Kenyan
politics provide a strong demonstration effect in
the region. For these reasons, the current state of
Kenyan politics should raise alarms. The country’s
inability to hold credible presidential elections,
unchecked grand corruption in the public sector,
widespread and well-documented human rights
abuses by security forces (including extrajudicial
killings), and entrenched impunity among political
elites have negative demonstration effects in the
region.17 These challenges also limit Kenya’s ability
to influence less democratic countries in the region.
For example, Kenya (like other EAC members) was
largely silent in 2015 when Burundi’s President
Pierre Nkurunziza abolished term limits and
proceeded to implement a violent crackdown
against the opposition.18

Kenya’s electoral democracy remains precarious.
Despite being the most entrenched electoral
democracy in the wider Eastern African region,
there is still a yawning gap between citizens’
aspirations and the realized effects of competitive
politics. Constitutional reforms instituted in 2010
have failed to tame the Kenyan imperial presidency
or to dampen the corrosive impact of the country’s
fractious ethnic politics. As such, ethnicity remains
the principal organizing principle in politics and the
distribution of important public offices continues
to follow patterns of ethnic exclusion. The recent
2017 election was no exception. The high-stakes
nature of ethnic politics generated significant levels
of electoral violence, with Human Rights Watch
reporting at least 104 deaths.13
Two key factors continue to limit the prospects of
democratic consolidation in Kenya. First, despite
repeated attempts, the country has failed to
comprehensively address historical injustices,
abuse of human rights, and the systematic
exclusion from the public sector of significant
sections of the population (along ethnic, political,
religious, and geographic lines).14 Kenya’s
historical legacy of exclusionary and violent
autocracy continues to hamper efforts at nationbuilding and the creation of a more (ethnically)
inclusive political environment. Second, the
persistence of political impunity throughout the

Subnational governments provide perhaps the
best hope of consolidating democratic governance
in Kenya, with potential for replication in other
countries in the region. Since 2013, the country
has had 47 counties, with elected governors and
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assemblies and guaranteed fiscal transfers from
the national government (at least 15 percent
of audited national revenue). The idea behind
these units was to bring policymaking, fiscal
resources, and accountability relationships closer
to the people. And while many of the 47 counties
remained hobbled by weak administrative capacity
and human capital constraints, a number of
them have emerged as bastions of locally-driven
development planning and accountability. In this
manner, Kenya’s county governments could provide
the foundation for a more accountable and resultsoriented politics at the national level.

percent of Nigerians consider the economy to be in
a fairly bad or very bad condition, while 62 percent
consider the country to be headed in the wrong
direction.23 The disconnect between politics and
outcomes is partially driven by the country’s weak
fiscal pact (tax collection as a basis of government
spending on public goods and services). Because
of its high dependence on oil revenue, in 2017 the
Nigerian state’s gross revenue amounted to a paltry
6.4 percent of GDP. Total government expenditures
in the same year (federal, state, and local) added
up to a mere 7.3 percent of GDP.24 The comparable
average figures for all of sub-Saharan Africa are
about 20 percent and 16 percent, respectively.
Nigeria’s low rates of revenue generation and public
spending are short-circuiting the accountability loop
that links elections and government performance.

Nigeria, Africa’s most populous state and biggest
economy, held an election in February 2019, as
this paper went to press. This is the first democratic
election under the All Progressives Congress
(APC), with the People’s Democratic Party (PDP)
having governed Nigeria for 16 of the last 19 years
(1999-2015) under electoral democracy. The
election will largely be fought along personal lines,
with incumbent Muhammadu Buhari of the APC
contesting against long-time opposition candidate
Atiku Abubakar of the PDP. The two parties are
practically indistinguishable with regard to ideology
or programmatic policies. Indeed, a salient feature
of the 2019 election has been high-level party
switching (mostly from the APC to the PDP), as
politicians jostle to build winning coalitions.19
Beyond the personality politics, the election will
have important implications for Nigeria’s anemic
economy, the country’s security, and the fight
against corruption. Over the last three years,
economic growth has averaged less than one
percent annually.20 Terror attacks in the northeast
by Boko Haram and communal violence in the
Middle Belt have cost hundreds of lives.21 Finally,
the current administration, like most before it, has
failed to curb corruption in the public sector.22

It follows that strengthening democratic governance
in Nigeria will necessarily require investments in
the state’s bureaucratic capacity and increasing
the rates of both state revenue mobilization and
expenditures in public goods and services—both
at the national and the subnational levels.25
Such investments should be geared not merely
toward increasing the size of government, but
also in improving service delivery by street-level
bureaucrats.
Nigeria’s ability to make electoral democracy
work has implications for regional stability in West
Africa. Greater levels of democratic accountability
and respect for human rights will be critical in the
quest to end communal violence and in the fight
against Boko Haram—with demonstration effects
in the wider region (including in Sahelian states
that face terror threats). Despite its internal military
weakness, Nigeria is the only ECOWAS country with
the capacity to project significant levels of military
force beyond its borders. This capability has proven
useful in peacekeeping missions as well as in the
promotion of democracy in the region.26 A stable
Nigeria is therefore a likely regional “first responder”
in cases of political crises or significant threats to
state stability in the region. The obverse is also true.

While the challenges identified above are important,
a fundamental impediment to democratic
consolidation in Nigeria is the gap between citizens’
expectations and government performance. Sixty
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An ineffective and unaccountable Nigerian state is
likely to export its domestic insecurity and economic
problems to the wider region. In this regard, the
case of Boko Haram is illustrative. Historical
marginalization, corruption in the military, and
blatant human rights abuses partially contributed
to the group’s initial successes in winning support
from local communities in northeastern Nigeria.27
The failure to decisively deal with Boko Haram
exported the security problem to Cameroon, Chad,
and Niger.

countries in the world, with a Gini coefficient of 63
(as of 2014).31 The ANC’s economic failures have
been exacerbated by entrenched corruption in
government. Former president Jacob Zuma had to
resign in 2018 in the face of public pressure over
state capture by a clique of well-connected families
and business associates of the president.32
Bright spots for continued democratic consolidation
in South Africa are its strong institutions (especially
the courts and the ombudsman’s office) and system
of subnational governments. In addition to fighting
corruption at the highest levels of government, the
court system has advanced social justice and the
provision of public goods and services through its
rulings on rights-based cases.33 The justice system
thus provides an avenue through which South
Africans can compel their government to perform
its duties. In addition, the country’s nine provinces
create opportunities for opposition parties to
showcase their capabilities as viable alternatives
to the ANC. For example, the Democratic Alliance
(DA), South Africa’s main opposition party, currently
administers one province (Western Cape) and 33
municipalities comprising almost one-third of South
Africa’s population.34

Ongoing global trends will likely not create the
necessary incentives for the reforms needed to
strengthen the fiscal pact and state capacity to
deliver public goods and services, and to boost
electoral accountability in Nigeria. Security concerns
in the Sahel and economic investments and trade
(some of it to counter China’s regional influence)
are likely to dominate relationships between Nigeria
and established Western democracies and Westerndominated multilateral institutions.28 The focus on
security and trade will likely crowd out support for
democratic norms, respect for human rights, and
good governance in Nigeria and the wider region.
South Africa, too, has elections scheduled in 2019.
These elections will be the toughest yet for the ruling
ANC. South Africans are increasingly becoming
dissatisfied with the party’s performance—
especially with regard to the management of the
economy and job creation, security, and addressing
(racial) income inequality.29 Dissatisfaction with the
ANC has spawned a populist party, the Economic
Freedom Fighters (EFF), led by Julius Malema, a
former ANC youth leader. While the EFF stands little
chance of gaining power (it currently holds a mere 6
percent of legislative seats), its populist rhetoric has
forced the ANC to recalibrate its policy positions,
most recently by adopting a law empowering the
government to expropriate land owned by white
South Africans without compensation. Black South
Africans account for 80 percent of the population,
but own only 4 percent of private land.30 South
Africa is presently one of the most unequal

As the regional political and economic powerhouse,
South Africa’s internal politics has profound
effects in the wider Southern African region. For
example, high levels of (racial) land inequality in
the country made it impossible for South Africa to
intervene in Zimbabwe as President Robert Mugabe
implemented a disastrous land reform program and
cracked down on the opposition. In the same vein,
how South Africa navigates the political minefields
of land and economic inequality will likely influence
Namibia’s handling of the same issues. And in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Zuma’s
personal economic interests may have influenced
his willingness to confront President Joseph Kabila
over his decision to flout term limits, delay the
presidential election, and suppress the opposition.35
For these reasons, South Africa’s 2019 election will
have far-reaching consequences beyond its borders.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE LIBERAL
INTERNATIONAL ORDER

RECOMMENDATIONS
The above observations about the state of
democracy in African states—including in Kenya,
Nigeria, and South Africa—point to a number of
position interventions:

Global democratic resiliency will remain dependent
on the lived experience of citizens in the world’s
emerging electoral democracies. To this end, making
democracies work for voters is the best way to
ensure a robust liberal international order. In Africa,
this is far from reality. Most of the region’s electoral
democracies are yet to begin delivering programmatic
policies to lift their citizens out of poverty, provide
critical public goods and services, and provide
meaningful political inclusion for their diverse
populations. The result is increasing frustration
with electoral democracy, and a willingness to try
“alternative” models of government that “deliver.”

1. Early investments to strengthen electoral
management: Citizens’ belief in the sanctity
of the ballot is the cornerstone of electoral
democracy. Unfortunately, the quality of
elections in Africa remains wanting. For
example, disputed elections in 2007, 2013,
and 2017 in Kenya led to the loss of thousands
of lives. For this reason, investments in electoral
management—in a timely and sustained
fashion—would contribute significantly to citizen
trust in elections and their ability to serve as a
mechanism for vertical accountability. However,
for these investments to make a difference,
they must be made early and throughout the
electoral cycle—and not just in the few months
before elections.

China is one such model. Through its infrastructure
projects across the region, China has redefined what
is possible as far as public goods and services are
concerned. This development will likely create ever
greater demands for more public goods, thereby
strengthening the link between electoral politics and
the lived experiences of Africans. At the same time,
China has made African states less dependent on
Western (bilateral and multilateral) financial support.
This has weakened the West’s leverage and ability to
incentivize African leaders to adhere to democratic
norms. The balance of these competing influences
will determine the net effect of Chinese economic
forays in Africa.

2. Strengthening the public sectors in African
states: Elections are a means of aligning
government priorities with those of citizens.
For this accountability relationship to work,
governments must have a minimum level
of capacity to get things done. Otherwise,
citizens will be dis-incentivized to keep leaders
accountable, rationally calculating that their
programmatic promises are incredible because
they lack the capacity to implement them.
Under such conditions, citizens are more
likely to support leaders that can credibly
provide targeted clientelistic benefits (like coethnics), rather than those with strong policy
platforms. Such investments in operational
capacity-building ought to focus on streetlevel bureaucrats in key sectors—such as
agricultural extension services, education,
and healthcare. Only when citizens perceive
governments to work would they be incentivized
to invest in holding them accountable.

Despite the many challenges they currently face,
Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa are important
potential regional models of accountable democratic
governance that delivers for average citizens. Due to
their subregional influences, these three countries
have the potential to provide powerful demonstration
effects for their neighbors on how to make electoral
democracy work. This is a case for targeted
international investment in democratic consolidation
in these countries, even as they continue to remain
important players in their respective neighborhoods’
security hotspots or in the West’s quest to balance
China’s growing economic influence in the region.

8

DEMOCRACY & DISORDER
THE POWER OF DEMONSTRATION: TO INCREASE RESILIENCE, DEMOCRACY MUST BE SHOWN TO WORK

5. Economic support: As noted above, China
will continue to provide a stiff challenge to
Western models of political economy (which
arguably are more democratic). However, it is
not enough to champion democracy without
addressing economic challenges facing many
African states. Clean elections are meaningless
if they do not generate reliable public goods
and services. As such, in addition to providing
political models for African states, the West
must also invest in economic development
in the region. Only then will citizens see the
material value of liberal democracy.

3. Supporting high-performing subnational
governments:
Subnational
governments
hold the promise of providing powerful
demonstration effects of the virtues of
democratic governance. By supporting highperforming subnational governments in Africa,
the international community can help shape
norms of democratic governance by showcasing
what is possible to citizens and elites alike. In
line with the previous observation, such support
should be focused on street-level bureaucrats
and geared toward sectors that touch citizens
in their everyday lives. Experience with highquality public goods and services are likely
to boost citizens’ sense of civic efficacy and
willingness to support democratic governance.
4. Work along the grain in solving global
problems: As noted above, security challenges
across Africa are providing ruling elites with the
cover to violate human rights and democratic
norms. In order to strengthen democracy in
Africa, international actors—including the
United States and the European Union—must
not sidestep African democratic institutions in
attempts to meet global security challenges.
Budgets for African armies must pass through
normal legislative appropriation channels and
human rights laws must not be ignored in the
pursuit of suspected terrorists. Only then will
security be achieved in the region in a manner
that is sustainable in the long-run and that is
compatible with democratic norms.
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