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1.CONTEXT 

Africa and its 
Democratic Progress

Africa is at a turning point. After decades of colonialism and neo-co-

lonialism, corrupt one-party states, tribal conflict and war, there is in-

creasing pressure from younger citizens and urban middle classes for 

accountable and transparent governance and an alternative politics.

This clamour from the youth and urbanites is a cry for real democra-

cy — a participatory and equitable dispensation with a strong human 

rights ethos — and should provide the foundation for the consolidation 

of democracy on the continent. However, democratic gains are frag-

ile and can get quickly reversed, as was seen in Egypt following the 

youth-led “Arab Spring.” The lesson is that effective democracy must 

be constitutionally consolidated and underpinned by a practice in which 

democratic culture takes root.

The Commission of the African Union sets out the collective aspira-

tions of the continent for a peaceful, secure and prosperous Africa in 

Agenda 2063, which calls for the eradication of poverty in one gener-

ation through inclusive growth and sustainable development.1  Agenda 

2063 sets out a “people-driven” development path for the continent that 

would help to unleash the economic potential of women and youth. It 

also sets out the kind of inclusive democracy African countries should 

pursue in order to build an integrated continent with a common iden-

tity, values and ethics that can underpin an Africa of good governance, 

democracy, and respect for human rights, justice and the rule of law.”

1.1 Africa’s longest, continuous growth spurt 
After a decade of continuous growth fuelled by soaring prices of and 

demand for oil, minerals and other commodities within new emerging 

markets such as China, India, Brazil, Russia and the Middle East, the 

potential for growth is slowing.2 In January 2015, the International Mon-

etary Fund (IMF) downgraded its outlook for real GDP growth in sub-Sa-

haran Africa (SSA) from 5.8% to 4.9%, due to factors including “lower oil 

and commodity prices.”

Today, slowing growth notwithstanding, more than 70% of Africa’s popu-

lation live in countries that have growth rates of more than 4%. Africa’s 

middle class is expanding. There are more indigenous entrepreneurs 

who are not dependent on the state. African economies, although in  

many cases still reliant on the export of raw materials, are increas-

ingly becoming more diverse. Nigeria, Kenya and Ethiopia have built 

new economic sectors, such as film, telecommunications and manufac-

turing industries. African countries are increasingly diversifying their 

trade partners away from reliance on former colonial powers to emerg-

ing powers and their neighbours. More Africans are now in school and 

more have access to healthcare. Some African countries, such as Gha-

na, have introduced social protection for the most vulnerable. Others, 

like Nigeria, are contemplating doing so. Technology is increasingly 

being used to solve developmental and democratic problems. Despite 

slowing growth forecasts, Africa is a globally positive investment story 

that continues to rewrite the continent’s narrative as one of new oppor-

tunities. These are largely opportunities which correlate with the evolu-

tion of democratic governance on the continent.  

As the 2016 Afrobarometer survey, Do Africans Still want Democra-

cy? concludes, the majority of Africans support democracy and reject 

authoritarian regimes. However, it also found that the support for de-

mocracy is slipping, which appears to be part of a current global trend. 

Believing that countries become fit through democracy, as famously 

noted by Amartya Sen, the challenge to facilitate a positive evolution in 

practice and commitment to democracy, using innovative approaches, 

remains the more important. 

1.2 Some democratic progress 
More elections are taking place on the continent than ever before. Hold-

ing elections every few years is a minimalist approach to democracy. And 

yet not so long ago, it was almost unimaginable that Nigeria would have 

a peaceful transfer of power following relatively peaceful democratic 

elections. The fact that African autocrats are increasingly being forced 

to legitimise their control through elections, suggests that what citizens 

want is no longer unimportant to all who claim to lead. This is not to 

deny that there are African leaders who rig elections—now in increas-

ingly sophisticated ways with help from questionable foreign companies, 

or that opposition parties and their supporters are often harassed and 

intimidated on a sustained basis. But there are fewer one-party states 

and many opposition parties are increasingly able to dislodge dominant 

sitting governments – even if just at a local or provincial level. 
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This progress in ‘enacting’ democracy is underpinned by the adoption, in 

many countries, of democratic constitutions and institutions, as well as 

signing on to continental and international human rights instruments. 

Increasingly, larger numbers of Africans in democratic institutions — 

whether parliaments or judiciaries — are conscientiously protecting 

citizens’ democratic rights, often against significant pressure from 

powerful economic, political or military elites. New media and the free 

press – while under pressure either from the erosion of the traditional 

media market or from attempts to curtail freedoms - have played an 

increasing role in exposing anti-democratic practices. A recent report in 

Africa Renewal Online states that, “To remain accessible, conventional 

media practitioners in Africa are adapting to a new media world that is 

time-sensitive and more interactive. Advocacy journalism, in particular, 

is growing exponentially—bloggers and citizen journalists are mobilis-

ing for various causes, including good governance. These institutions 

matter but, at the same time, remain vulnerable without the consolida-

tion of a democratic culture.”3

The nature of violent conflicts on the continent has also changed. Wars 

between African countries are fewer. Conflicts are now more confined 

to specific countries, for example in Nigeria, Kenya and Somalia, where 

terrorist organisations Boko Haram and Al-Shabaab, respectively, are 

attacking government forces and citizens. Violence by African states 

against their own people appears to be on the decline, although coun-

tries such as Zimbabwe, Sudan and Swaziland go against this positive 

trend. Burundi is a stark reminder of how quickly the anti-democratic 

behaviour of political leadership can have disastrous consequences. 

In societies that are deeply patriarchal we have seen women presidents 

in Malawi, Liberia and Mauritius and briefly in the Central African Re-

public. Many more are leaders of opposition parties. Women are also 

increasingly rising in leadership positions in politics, business and civ-

il society. Rwanda has the world’s highest representation of women in 

parliament (63%) and there are other countries such as the Seychelles, 

Senegal and South Africa where women encouragingly make up more 

than 40% of MPs in parliament.4 However, countries such as Nigeria, 

where women only account for 5.6% of parliamentary representatives, 

still have a long way to go with respect to representative gender equality. 

This progress at an institutional level does not change the fact that in 

many African countries, citizens still do not have much choice between 

the parties or leaders on offer. Political parties are poorly distinguishable 

from each other in terms of policies and rarely offer well-defined alter-

natives or sensible development strategies. They are also often criticised 

because they do not practice democracy within their own organisations. 

The independent media across the continent works to safeguard the in-

terests of citizens and remains at the forefront of democratic change re-

porting on corruption, human rights abuses and official hypocrisy. From 

Senegal to Kenya the media doggedly hold governments to account, but 

there is much to be done before the media in all African countries can 

be said to be truly free. Too many governments still use a wide range of 

laws and threats to restrict the media’s ability to perform as profession-

al watchdogs of the system.

  

Indigenous African intellectuals are increasingly providing concrete 

analyses of the continent’s myriad problems and solutions. As much as 

democracy is unlikely to be successful if imposed from outside the con-

tinent, so also are home-grown African analyses, ideas and solutions 

crucial to foster sustainable democracies. 

1.3 New, higher expectations for democracy 
Ordinary citizens on the continent are increasingly demanding that their 

countries practise democracy and they are articulating the values of 

democracy as instrumental within politics, economics and the social 

realm. They are demanding that social and cultural institutions become 

more accountable, too. The result is that few African leaders would risk 

openly saying that they are against democracy, and even the most brutal 

dictators pretend to stand for this form of governance. 

Increasingly, ordinary citizens have, through peoples’ power, dislodged 

autocrats who appeared entrenched— whether the overthrow of Egypt’s 

Hosni Mubarak in 2011 during the “Arab Spring” uprisings, or the re-

moval of Burkina Faso’s Blaise Compaore in 2014, following the mass 

mobilisation of citizens. This threat of popular overthrow appears to 

have forced many African leaders to, at least, give the appearance of 

providing some level of public services to their people as part of a nom-

inal social contract, even if of the most limited kind. 

1.4 Africa’s youth pressing for an alternative politics 
About 70% of Africa’s population is under 30 years of age, constituting 

a youth “bulge” which means young people make up the majority of the 

population. The youth are a ticking time-bomb if they continue to be ex-

cluded from both politics and the economy. Africa’s youth have pushed 

for inclusion and demanded change in ways that have shaken up old, 

staid post-colonial political formations, institutions and leaders, and 

brought new life to politics on the continent. However, their participa-

tion – particularly in elections – is in decline and what they are seeking 

is an alternative politics that articulates their interests.5 

Across the continent young people, tired of being marginalised by old-

style “big men” rule, are increasingly directly shaping the direction of 

politics. From South Africa to Namibia and Kenya to Cameroon, young 

people, tired of the old-style politics, are forming their own political 

parties or pressure groups. 

In 2011, journalist Fadel Barro and two rappers launched a campaign 

in Senegal called the “Y’en a marre” (Enough is Enough) movement, 

to get the youth to vote and to oppose a third term for the then-presi-

dent Abdoulaye Wade. Youth groups rallied behind Macky Sall to oppose 

Wade in what they called the June 23 Movement (M23). Now other youth 

groups in countries in Francophone Africa, such as Burkina Faso, are 

following this example, to bring the youth voice into African politics. 

Similar youth groups are mobilising to prevent Democratic Republic of 

Congo President, Joseph Kabila from standing for a third term.

South Africa’s university youth have shaken up the political establish-

ment by mobilising thousands of students to campaign for fees to be 

eased, and for curricula, teaching and staff to be more relevant to our  
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changing times. They are doing so outside the established post-apart-

heid political and social formations, institutions and leaders. They are 

rejecting authority based on past “struggle” credentials and dismissing 

expectations that they should patiently petition established but unre-

sponsive channels, institutions and leaders. By doing this they may have 

brought the youth back into politics in the country, which could not only 

re-energise, but remake South Africa’s post-apartheid politics. 

1.5 Growing Urban Populations
Post-independence Africa has seen large numbers of citizens flock to 

urban areas. Cities with industry have seen their populace grow expo-

nentially over the past several decades. People come to cities in hope of 

creating a better life for themselves through education and work. Rural 

populations grow but often do not have sufficient economic develop-

ment to offer jobs to new generations.

The youngest population globally resides in Africa. A 2014 UNFPA State 

of the World Population report, The Power of 1.8 Billion: Adolescents, 

Youth and the Transformation of the Future states6  that half the pop-

ulation of 15 Sub-Saharan countries, being under 18 years old, with 

countries in a democratic dispensation or democratic transition, (where 

there are low fertility and mortality rates) allows for the opportunity for 

rapid, increased economic gains and development thus improving the 

economic dividends of a country. 

The economic growth spurt which many countries in the region have 

experienced has mostly benefited the cities and a growing middle class 

in these urban environments. Rural areas have benefited from ‘remit-

tances’ of these middle classes, building houses in their place of birth 

for the extended family members that have stayed behind. 

In the cities a new African ‘modernity’ is emerging as a result of growing 

wealth, exposure to other cultures, education, access to a variety of me-

dia and communication infrastructure and participation in democratic 

culture. Traditional culture has eroded faster in urban areas whereas 

traditional practices remain alive and well in rural communities. 

In fact, traditional forms of governance continue to be practiced in rural 

communities and may, and in fact do, cause tension with the provisions 

and rights guaranteed as enshrined in constitutions. The alignment of 

traditional rural governance within a democratic constitutional gover-

nance dispensation remains a challenge to be addressed as to avoid 

an increasing divide between urban and rural citizens’ perceptions and 

expectations of democracy. The divide creates a regressive opportunity 

for political manipulation to consolidate authoritarian rather than dem-

ocratic styles of governance.

Democracy development in the past has often been undermined or 

compromised by cultural practices used by traditional leaders and po-

litical leaders to impede, avoid or slow the pace of democracy develop-

ment by claiming democracy as a Western construct, having no place 

within African norms, customary laws and traditions. “It is crucial for 

Africans to determinedly push the aspects of African culture and tradi-

tions which will enhance democracy and development.”7

  

1.6 Technology helping democracy 
New technology has allowed for the democratic use of new media plat-

forms, especially where the old media is firmly controlled by governments. 

The rise of the mobile phone has opened up channels for the production 

and distribution of independent information, and in some instances local 

content, to larger audiences. Online platforms, mobile phones and social 

media, increasingly connect Africa’s youth to a global youth allowing for the 

sharing of experiences of discontent and alternative thinking. 

The “Arab Spring” protests of 2011 and 2012 by young people against 

corrupt ruling parties and leaders are cases in point. During the North 

African “revolutions”, young people used social media, the internet 

and blogs to gather and organise protests, or  to support movements 

to make their voices heard in ways that were not possible before. The 

challenge remains how to link online and offline mobilisation, but it is 

a challenge that is taken up daily by young people across the continent.

The increasing access to new information sources will change Africa’s 

politics. Technology has altered the extent to which autocratic ruling 

parties and leaders can manipulate and control the flow of information, 

either through propaganda by state-owned media or by limiting access 

to independent information. New sources of alternative information, 

which are becoming available to Africans across the continent, break 

the stronghold on information flow by undemocratic African govern-

ments and leaders, and will be a powerful force for better governance 

on the continent in the future. 

1.7 Civil society is key
Remittances from Africans abroad continue to shape the economies of 

home countries and in cases such as Cape Verde, citizens living abroad are 

increasingly funding democratic initiatives at home. This interest in home 

countries is in part driven by shifts in Europe and the United States that 

have seen a growing tide of intolerance for immigrants and a rise in the 

return of skilled Africans to Africa.

Ghana’s Civil Society Platform in Oil and Gas for example, an indigenous co-

alition of civil society groups which promotes accountable, transparent and 

efficient public management of the country’s oil and mineral resources, has 

transformed the democratic and development debate in that country. 

In 2013, a coalition of civil society organisations known as the Tunisian Na-

tional Dialogue Quartet formed, when democratisation following the “Arab 

Spring” revolution was in danger of collapsing as a result of political as-

sassinations, violence and unrest. It established an alternative, peaceful 

political process at a time when the country was on the brink of civil war. 

The Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet is composed of four organisa-

tions: the Tunisian General Labour Union; the Tunisian Confederation 

of Industry, Trade and Handicrafts; the Tunisian Human Rights League; 

and the Tunisian Order of Lawyers. The civil society group was award-

ed the Nobel Peace Prize in 2015, with the Nobel committee saying it 

hoped the civil society group’s achievements would “serve as an exam-

ple that will be followed by other countries.”8
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elections: if an election takes place, the country is democratic. In trying 

to sell democracy on the continent, foreign donors, Western nations and 

electoral observer missions have too often endorsed this view by de-

claring countries where elections take place to be “democratic”. What 

this creates is a cycle prior to the elections in which dictators intimidate 

and bribe voters perverting the process and removing the critical ele-

ment of individual choice.

This first distortion breeds a second problem in that minimalist defi-

nitions of democracy narrowly define democratic citizenship. Thomas 

Humphrey Marshall (1964) argued that citizenship cannot be confined 

to formal (negative) rights only but should include “social entitlements”  
9 or positive rights. Marshall outlines three dimensions of democratic 

citizenship: Civil rights, which include equality before the law, the right 

to due process and the right to sell one’s labour; political rights, which 

include the right to vote; and social rights, which include the right to 

social justice, through getting public services and social security.10  

African-style democracies afford citizens few rights beyond the nominal 

right to vote every five years. Colonial legacies of geography and ad-

ministrative boundaries further pervert the rights of citizens in certain 

countries such that all citizens are not viewed as equal, not even before 

the law. Instead, the fullness of one’s citizenship can depend on one’s 

ethnic group, regional or religious community, or on one’s political or 

economic status. African countries need nationalisms and identities 

based on democratic values. Michael Ignatieff’s concept of “civic na-

tionalism,”  whereby the glue that holds different communities together 

is equal rights and shared democratic cultures, values and institutions, 

should become our new principle of belonging and of being African.11

Colonial legacies perpetuate a third distortion in democratic practice by 

affording supremacy to the state. This drives a focus on safeguarding 

state sovereignty and leaders rather than collective interest in many 

countries, and in continental and regional institutions such as the Af-

rican Union. The focus on hierarchy and centralisation infects political    

2.POLITICAL ANALYSIS

Working Towards 
Quality Democracies 
in Africa

Despite the positive developments highlighted in the above, alarming-

ly, a question heard with increasing frequency is whether democracy 

has failed in Africa. Is it unworkable? Or perhaps just not suited to the 

continent? 

It is true that many supposedly democratic African countries are char-

acterised by human rights abuses, ethnic conflicts, life presidents and 

economic chaos. There are also arguments put forward to suggest that 

democracy is “unAfrican”, “Western”, somehow anti-African culture, 

or that pursuing democracy is a luxury given the developmental chal-

lenges faced by the continent. Some critics cite democracy as one of 

the causes of conflict, underdevelopment and chaos in Africa. China’s 

economic rise in the absence of democracy in the past few decades is 

used to embolden this argument. Powering Democracy Works is the 

conviction that democracy has not failed Africa; it is Africa’s current, 

limited version of democracy that has failed the continent.

Since independence from colonial powers, African states have devel-

oped their own peculiar manifestations of “democracy”. These states 

pay too little attention to institutional change and thus retain the worst 

kind of colonial methods and systems combined with the worst kind 

of African traditions, behaviours, laws, and practises. The result is a 

system of toothless institutions that pay lip-service to oversight and 

are staffed by incumbents spouting empty rhetoric about democracy. 

This manifestation of ‘African-style’ democracy is minimalist, techno-

cratic, limited and elementary. As such, when the hard work of delivery 

comes up against the system, it is easy for the institutions to slip into 

the autocratic and create a buffer between leaders and the needs of 

their people.

2.1 ‘African- style’ democracy
In order to subvert the weaknesses of what some contend is ‘Afri-

can-style’ democracy, it is important to understand how a limited con-

ception of democratic practice undermines institutions and processes. 

The first distortion of practice is the idea that democracy is only about 
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parties within ‘African-style’ democracies, whether ruling or opposition 

parties, so that ethnic or religious concerns dominate over the interests 

of the national group. When they come to power leaders and parties 

tend to look after their “own”, rather than governing in the interests 

of all. This cultivates a “winner-takes-all” style of post-election gov-

ernance, in which party loyalists dominate the civil service and are re-

warded with tenders and services. Elections are no longer competitions 

for citizen approval of party policies but battles for control of a cash 

resource from which to disburse patronage. 

African-style democracy is self-perpetuating as it creates a culture 

in which the leader is all-powerful and cannot be questioned or chal-

lenged. In an African-style democracy the government and its property 

become the President’s own spoils. This centralisation of power is often 

enhanced by the right of appointment across government and state in-

stitutions undermining the independence of key democratic safeguards 

such as the judiciary or parliament. It is hard to give up such power and 

in African-style democracies, leaders do rarely willingly step down and 

begin to resemble a traditional chief. The operation of the law, the func-

tioning of institutions and the competitiveness of economies all suffer 

in this framework. If a change is to come it is often wrought through 

violence driving the high incidence of coups on the continent.

African-style democracies are also unaccountable and sustained by 

impunity over responsibility. Leaders, too often, do not explain their 

actions, submit to questions, or take responsibility for their decisions 

or for the consequences thereof. In African-style democracy, those in 

power tend not to govern, which means being accountable to citizens; 

rather, they rule. 

How then do citizens reclaim their voice and seek transformation in 

African-style democracies? This remains a key challenge. In some 

instances coalitions of civil society groups align themselves with lib-

eration movements or opposition parties, uniting to end minority rule 

or liberation-party dominance through people’s power. In the wake of 

change however these relationships come under strain as civil society 

is either discarded by the victors or takes too long to realise it has been 

co-opted into a new wave of oppression. Where civics rediscover inde-

pendence they are accused of being fronts for “regime-change” under 

which guise the state can harass and ’regulate’ them out of business. 

This leaves few allies, internal or external, for citizens in their search 

for voice and accountability.

The attainment of citizen voice will not come easily for all in Africa. A 

historic legacy of patriarchy, drawing on the worst of colonial misrule 

and African tradition, sees women pulled down by cultural, political, 

economic and religious prejudices that undermine their full participa-

tion.12  The society and broader democratic structures within it as well 

as the health of economies are deprived of a force for innovation and 

change. African women felt the brunt of colonialism and apartheid even 

more than men. African-style democracy continues these rigid social 

rules for women and gender-based inequalities. Yet, as Amartya Sen 

argues, “nothing, arguably, is as important today in the political econ-

omy of development as an adequate recognition of political, economic  

and social participation and leadership of women.”13 Traditional sys-

tems in Africa cannot be wished away. But they have to adapt to demo-

cratic norms and social change. They will have to be made accountable, 

responsive and inclusive to citizens. Gender equality must be at the 

heart of any changes in traditional custom. 

One of the key distortions of African-style democracy has been its age-

ism. African countries have a youth “bulge” and the proportion of Africa’s 

population that is between the ages of 10 and 24 will remain, unusually 

on the globe, above 30% into the next 25 years.14 Young people across 

the continent are alienated from mainstream politics. At the same time 

young people have strong views about social issues — education, em-

ployment and corruption — that impact on them, their communities and 

their countries. Furthermore, young Africans increasingly have access 

to new ways to express themselves, such as social media platforms and 

internet blogs, and new technologies, such as mobile phones. 

Young people challenged their exclusion from politics, economics and 

opportunities during the North African “revolutions” of 2012 using the 

internet and blogs to “gather and organise protests or support move-

ments to make their voices heard in ways that were not possible be-

fore.”15  However, these social uprisings were followed by a backlash as 

autocratic regimes returned in new forms. Such reversals, may lead to 

young people withdrawing totally from politics (as we may be seeing in 

the latest Afrobarometer survey) or turning to violence (finding belong-

ing and an outlet even in the extremism of terrorist activity).16  Across 

parts of Africa, young people, who suffer the brunt of unemployment, 

violence and state repression, are increasingly turning to populism to 

unseat old-style political parties and leaders who have concentrated 

wealth in the hands of small elites.17  

To work towards healthy democracies in Africa, citizens must challenge 

the flaws in current articulations of democracy on the continent and 

present alternative understandings of systems, processes and institu-

tions. There is need to increase meaningful youth participation and gen-

der balance in politics; to make political parties and democratic insti-

tutions more accessible and to provide citizens with the tools to engage 

more effectively in politics. 

2.2 The fault-lines of African-style democracy 
The outcome of ‘African-style’ democratic practice is a set of formal de-

mocracies with informal rules of the game. The de jure systems include 

model constitutions and strong legal frameworks with a proliferation 

of institutions such as parliament or human rights commissions. The 

de facto system however bears no resemblance to the paper on which 

it is founded. Formal rights are often not enforced and democratic in-

stitutions are purposefully under-resourced, toothless and staffed by 

political appointees while undemocratic ideological or cultural gover-

nance systems are left to flourish, often taking precedence over official 

democratic rights, institutions and rules. 

The low functionality and effectiveness of the de jure system means 

that citizens are treated unequally by state agencies and institutions 

in terms of their democratic rights, depending on their social, political      
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and economic status. High levels of inequality make a mockery of equal 

access to democratic institutions such as parliaments, laws and reli-

able information, as well as to democratically “mandated” public goods 

and services such as healthcare, education and transport.18 The rule of 

law is selectively applied,19  and state agencies, institutions and officials 

may respond to citizen demands with violent force.20

To build democracy where inequality and injustice are systemic, de-

mands a substantial social-justice ethos.21  There has to be a just distri-

bution of political, social and economic “services” and rights in the new 

democracy, which may well mean redistribution or an effort to provide 

special access to historically disadvantaged communities who, in spite 

of the new democratic rights, may still lack the tools to participate. Any 

new dispensation will have to actively build social equality through cre-

ating equitable access to new rights and services, combined with re-

dress and redistribution for past wrongs. 

US political scientist Nancy Fraser calls the kind of social justice need-

ed “parity of participation.” She argues: “Justice requires social ar-

rangements that permit all (adult) members of society to interact with 

one another as peers. For participatory parity to be possible…. the dis-

tribution of material resources must be such as to ensure participants’ 

independence and ‘voice’ [and] … institutionalised patterns of cultural 

value [must] express equal respect for all participants and ensure equal 

opportunity for achieving social esteem.”22  

The challenge in Africa is that there is no ‘ideal type’ of democracy that 

will work across the continent and there is no example of functioning 

democracy to emulate in the struggle to rule by, of and for the people.  

The catastrophic attempts to squeeze states into the World Bank/IMF 

neoliberal economic and social models of the early 1990s are a case in 

point.23 In Africa, such policies simply reinforced inequalities between 

the elites and the poor, undermined democratic participation as the 

economic policies were insulated from public deliberation, entrenched 

patrimonialism, and weakened the poor’s access to their democratic 

rights.24 The problem was and remains the poor accountability25 in these 

systems. 

       

The more accountable governments are, the higher the quality of any 

democracy.26 At the most basic level, accountability means citizens 

holding their elective representatives accountable through elections.27  

Yet, regular elections on their own are not the most reliable mechanism 

for holding elected representatives accountable. In many new democ-

racies it is not simply a question of “switching to alternative represen-

tatives,”28 if the ones in power do not perform. Different parties and 

“representatives” are often equally inadequate — or in many cases, the 

governing party has a stranglehold over limited resources, institutions 

and the way laws are applied. 

The second dimension of democratic accountability — oversight by 

state-sponsored public watchdog institutions — particularly when it 

comes to their ability to enforce penalties and corrective measures in 

cases of state transgression29 — is crucial, yet unevenly manifest in 

many developing democracies. As crucial is “societal accountability”, 

which is the oversight role of community groups, civil society and me-

dia30  over governments. In other words, political democracy in devel-

oping and African countries depends on governments democratising 

both the state and the market. Many new developing country democ-

racies have been unable to secure inclusive growth or growth with eq-

uity, which benefits larger numbers of the poor rather than small elite 

groups. 

New democracies need ‘policy space’ to come up with independent eco-

nomic policies, such as industrial, trade31 and monetary policies, which 

would produce growth with equity. 
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3. THE DEMOCRACY 
 WE WANT

Quality, democratic 
developmental 
states 

Democracy Works Foundation believes that building democracy in 

countries with high levels of poverty and steep inequality between eco-

nomic, racial or ethnic groups is difficult but not impossible. However, 

genuine attempts to build democracy under these conditions need a dif-

ferent set of tools, approaches and support to those usually propagated 

by international and Western democracy agencies. 

Democracies need effective democratic developmental states. There is 

increasingly strong evidence that developmental states can success-

fully balance economic growth and social development while building 

democratic institutions at the same time.32 In his ground-breaking re-

search, the Turkish economist Dani Rodrik33 shows that democracy is 

not only compatible with growth and poverty reduction, but may actually 

be crucial to both. This ties in strongly with Amartya Sen’s belief that “a 

country does not have to be fit for democracy, rather it has to become 

fit through democracy.”34 

A quality democracy must be built on and by a growing quorum of dem-

ocrats. The one element of this is the nature of political leadership. Po-

litical parties, both governing and opposition parties can deliver demo-

cratic states, societies and cultures only if their processes and systems 

are inclusive and democratic. This will help to safeguard the selection 

of leaders who, once elected govern to serve citizens and espouse and 

champion democratic values and norms. A service-oriented leadership 

is an expression of a growing and deepening democratic culture, which 

is the foundation of a healthy democracy and which guides citizens in 

the exercise of their responsibilities and demanding of their rights with-

in society.35  

The other element of a nation of democrats is found in strong, effec-

tive and democratic civil society groups, community-based groups, and 

civic associations with a citizen-given mandate to hold governments 

accountable, to foster democratic political cultures, promote active citi-

zenship and provide a source for broader democratic leadership. 

    

A quality democracy demands informed citizens. There is need for 

groups and systems producing, tracking and monitoring information on 

democratic processes, the conduct of leaders and the status of citizen 

rights. This information is a tool to expand the ability of citizens to par-

ticipate in democracy. A quality democracy similarly enshrines freedom 

of expression and feeds it through nurturing democratic culture, the 

media and civil society. It guarantees everyone the right to “enjoy their 

culture” provided it does not undermine other democratic rights, such 

as gender equality, and human rights. Cultural practices that under-

mine democratic values, individual dignity or safety, degrade women, 

and allow traditional leaders to do as they please with no accountability, 

are not democratic. 

Healthy, sustainable democracies also need strong institutions includ-

ing capable public services. At the core of any well-functioning dem-

ocratic developmental state is a public bureaucracy that is efficient, 

well-coordinated and staffed with skilled employees. This is crucial to 

steer both development implementation and democratic deepening. 

Equally crucial is its autonomy and its public and political legitimacy. 

Democracies need effectively managed state owned agencies, compa-

nies and entities, particularly given the scarcity of public resources, the 

importance of delivering public services to the previously marginalised 

and particularly because most new democracies in developing coun-

tries fail because popular expectations of equitable service delivery 

have not been met. State-owned Enterprises (SOEs) must be run on 

good corporate governance principles, act transparently, and conserve 

the environment. For this there has to be effective oversight from civil 

society and the media.

Democracies in developing and African countries need democratic 

markets, where private and state-owned companies operate respon-

sibly and accountably as democratic corporate citizens. Companies, 

whether global or national,36  must behave as responsible corporate 

citizens and this includes fair labour practices, health and safety com- 
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pliance, environmentally sustainable practices and good corporate gov-

ernance. Democracy Works believes that — whether at national or local 

level – social pacts can be struck between business, governments and 

civil society that bind companies to anti-corruption, above-board trad-

ing, payment of taxes over local profits and environmental responsibility 

in their operations. An important element of the sustainability of such 

pacts is for vigorous democratic monitoring and evaluation by civil so-

ciety and the media. 

In democratic markets, new types of ownership of national resources 

should be explored: employees and local communities living where fac-

tories or mines are situated should become part-owners/share-hold-

ers, and informal businesses should be linked to the supply chains of 

private companies, multinationals and SOEs. 



11

4.  THE DEMOCRACY    
 WORKS APPROACH

Democracy Works Foundation provides solutions to make democracy 

work better.

Democracy can only work if it receives continued care, attention and 

investment. Democracy is not a finite ‘product’. It is a verb rather than 

a noun. 

A working democracy is a more inclusive political system of governance 

than we know on the continent. It is a system of governance that pro-

vides and functions for its citizens in concrete terms. A working democ-

racy that is stable and healthy is a political system that is equitable, 

pluralist,37 inclusive, constitution-based, consensus orientated and col-

laborative. 

To achieve this deeper democracy, more technical interventions are 

important, as with traditional democratisation interventions focussed 

primarily on institutions. However, according to Democracy Works this 

focus is too limited. 

What should come first, and this is the core focus of Democracy Works, 

is investment in and strengthening of democratic practice in building 

a democratic culture. By practicing democracy, democratic culture is 

built. 

Democracy Works argues for an Alternative Politics which means en-

gagement of citizens, inclusive dialogues, consultations, transparency 

and accountability.  In short, enhancing social capital to allow the insti-

tutions of democracy to work effectively.   

Democracy Works embraces a more holistic vision for democracy build-

ing, with a focus on contributing to the advancement of democratic cul-

ture as the foundation of a durable democratic political system. For De-

mocracy Works, it requires four priority areas of investment and work:

 

1. Sustained investment in democratic citizens and leaders.
This is particularly important in countries where experience with de-

mocracy has been historically brief, such as with post-conflict countries 

or those only having known colonialism and authoritarian rule. In those 

circumstances, citizens often do not have knowledge of democratic 

practice and engagement. Leaders then often lack democracy skills or 

a democratic value base to govern in the interest of the common good. 

Democratic culture and democracy cannot exist without democrats.    

2. Facilitating platforms and spaces for dialogue and 
engagement. 
As Constitutions enshrine the right to gather and organise, spaces or 

platforms are often not provided for citizens to engage with one and 

other freely. Platforms for engagement, debate, critical thinking and 

dialogue are essential to create experience with democratic practice 

and thereby nurture democratic culture. Reliable and objective infor-

mation and media play an important role in this. New technologies offer 

opportunities to reach out to audiences. Informed citizens are critical 

for healthy democracy.

3. Institutions are the instruments through which democracy 
works.  
For democracy to deliver on its goal, its institutions should have the 

capacity to deliver.  Therefore, capacity-building of the institutions with-

in the democratic dispensation and fostering democratic practice and 

culture within these institutions, is an important task.  Using the new 

outreach techniques via social media, Democracy Works plans to ex-

tend its expertise to advance more constructive dialogues and use of 

the constitutionally provided instruments to local communities in their 

interactions with local governments and vice versa.

4. Social pacts are essential in resolving persistent 
development problems.  
Singular approaches to solving structural problems hardly ever work. 

It is through cross-sector collaboration that the most difficult of chal-
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lenges can be resolved. The South Africa transition, for instance, is an 

inspirational example of all sectors of society mapping reform agen-

da’s in an inclusive collaborative processes. Ideally, Social Pacts should 

be fostered between governments, trade unions, civil society and local 

communities. On the local level this is happening in some places with 

impressive results.   

The process for an agreement on social pacts, builds social capital 

that enhances a democratic culture. Each participant is equal and has 

a voice in achieving a desired outcome and, hence, has an interest in 

ensuring its implementation. Social pacts rely on inclusive dialogue to 

be successful. This is an important method in creating democratic mar-

kets.   

Footnotes
1.   African Union. 2014. Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want. Addis Ababa: AU Publications, Au-

gust 

2.  United Nations. “World Economic Situation and Prospects 2014”. Washington DC & Jo-

hannesburg, January, 2014 and UNECA. (2011) Leveraging Opportunities for Accelerated 

Growth in Africa: Prospects and Challenges for the Next Decade. UNECA. Addis Ababa: 

UNECA

3.  Ziporah Musau, “A new era For African media”, United Nations, November 2016,  http://

www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2016/new-era-african-media

4.  Inter-Parliamentary Union statistics available at www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm 

5.   Afrobarometer data as released on Youth Day 2016 (August 12) available at http://afroba-

rometer.org/publications/youth-day-2016 

6.  UNFPA. 2014. State of the world population 2014. The power of 1.8 billion. Adolescents, 

youth and the transformation of the future. http://eeca.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-

pdf/EN-SWOP14-FINAL-web.pdf

7.   William Gumede, “Is culture an obstacle to democracy?”, Democracy Works Foundation, 

June 2016,  http://democracyworks.org.za/is-culture-an-obstacle-to-democracy/ 

8.  Norwegian Nobel Committee. 2015. Press release. The Nobel Peace Prize for 2015. https://

www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2015/press.html

9.  Marshall, Thomas, Humphrey. 1964. Class, citizenship, and Social Development. Garden 

City: Doubleday and Company; Somers, Margaret. 1993. “Citizenship and the place of the 

public sphere: law, community, and political culture in the transition to democracy”. Amer-

ican Sociological Review, 58, 587-620

10. Ibid

11. Michael Ignatieff. 1995. Blood and Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism. Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux, New York.

 12. William Gumede, “Is culture an obstacle to democracy?”, Democracy Works Foundation, 

June 2016,  http://democracyworks.org.za/is-culture-an-obstacle-to-democracy/

13. Sen, Amartya. 1999. Development as Freedom. Anchor Books. New York

14. Ortiz, I and Cummins, M. 2012. “When the global crisis and the youth bulge collide — Dou-

ble the jobs trouble for the youth”. UNICEF, Social and Economic Policy Working Paper, 

February, New York

15. INTERNATIONAL IDEA. 2013. “Youth Participation in Politics and Elections”. Annual De-

mocracy Forum, p. 4 

16. See Afrobarometer data as released on Youth Day 2016 (August 12) available at http://

afrobarometer.org/publications/youth-day-2016

17. Resnick, Danielle. 2013. Urban Poverty and Party Populism in African Democracies. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press

18. Houtzager, P. Peter and Acharya K. Arnab. 2011. “Associations, active citizenship, and the 

quality of democracy in Brazil and Mexico”. Theory and Society, 40 (1), 1-36

19. Houtzager, P. Peter and Acharya K. Arnab. 2011. “Associations, active citizenship, and the 

quality of democracy in Brazil and Mexico”. Theory and Society, 40 (1), p.5; O’Donnell, Guill-

ermo. 2005. “Why the rule of law matters”. In Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino (eds). 

Assessing the quality of democracy. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press; Schmitter, 

Philippe, C. 2004. “The ambiguous virtues of accountability”. Journal of Democracy, 15 (4), 

47-60 

20. Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino (eds). 2005; Mendez, Juan, O’Donnell, Guillermo, Pin-

heiro, Paulo (eds). 1999. The (Un)rule of law and the underprivileged in Latin America. No-

tre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press; Houtzager, P. Peter and Acharya K. Arnab. 2011

21. The Democracy Advantage, How Democracies Promote Prosperity And Peace by Morton H. 

Halperin, Joseph T. Siegle and Michael M. Weinstein.  Routledge2005, ISBN 0-415-95052-X

22. Fraser, N. and Honneth, A. 2003. “Umverteilung oder Anerkennung? Eine politisch-philoso-

phische Kontroverse”, Frankfurt am Main, p. 54; Fraser, N. 1996. “Social Justice in the Age 

of Identity Politics: Redistribution, Recognition and Participation. The Tanner Lectures on 

Human Values, Stanford University, April 30-May 2; Nancy Fraser (2003) ‘Social Justice in 

the Age of Identity Politics: Redistribution, Recognition, and Participation’, in Nancy Fraser 

and Axel Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange, p. 

36. London: Verso; Nancy Fraser (2003) ‘Distorted Beyond All Recognition: A Rejoinder to 

Axel Honneth’, in Fraser and Honneth (n. 1), p. 231; Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth (2003) 

‘Introduction: Redistribution or Recognition?’, in Fraser and Honneth (n. 1), p. 4; Nancy 

Fraser (2000) ‘Rethinking Recognition’, New Left Review 3: 107–20; Nancy Fraser (2001) 

‘Recognition without Ethics?’, Theory, Culture and Society 18: 43–55; Nancy Fraser (1990) 

‘Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democra-

cy’, Social Text 25/26: 65; Fraser (n. 1), p. 43, italics in original; Nancy Fraser (1997) ‘Het-

erosexism, Misrecognition and Capitalism: A Response to Judith Butler’, Social Text 52/53: 

280; Nancy Fraser, Hanne Marlene Dahl, Pauline Stolz and Rasmus Willig (2004) ‘Recog-

nition, Redistribution and Representation in Capitalist Global Society: An Interview with 

Nancy Fraser’, Acta Sociologica 47: 377; Simon Thompson (2006) The Political Theory of 

Recognition: A Critical Introduction, ch. 2. Cambridge: Polity; Nancy Fraser (1997) Justice 

Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the ‘Postsocialist’ Condition, London: Routledge; p. 152. 

 23. Mkandawire, ThandIka. 2006. “Disempowering New Democracies and the Persistence of 

Poverty. Democracy, Governance and Human Rights Programme Paper Number 21, Janu-

ary, United Nations Research Institute for Social Development; Mafeje, Archie.1995. “The-

ory of Democracy and the African discourse: Breaking break with my fellow-travellers”. In 

Esethu Chole and Jibrin Ibrahim (eds). Democratisation Processes in Africa: Problems and 

Prospects. Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA), 

Dakar; Huntington, Samuel. 1991. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 

Century. Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press; Sandbrook, Richard. 2007. 

Alternatives to Neoliberalism in the Third World. Renewal, Vol 15, No 2/3; Sandbrook, 

Richard. 2005. “Africa’s Great Transformation?”, Journal of Development Studies, 41 (6): 

1118-1125. See also Lumuba-Kasongo, T. 2005. (ed) Liberal Democracy and its Critics in 

Africa — Political Dysfunction and the Struggle for Social Progress. London, Zed Books

24. Hilbou, B. 1999. “The ‘Social Capital’ of the State as an Agent of Deception”. In, Bayart, J.E.., 

Ellis, S. and Hilbou, B. (eds). The Criminalisation of the State in Africa. Oxford, James Cur-

rey; Easterly, William. 2001. “The Lost Decades: Developing Countries’ Stagnation in Spite 

of Policy Reform 1980-98”, Journal of Economic Growth 6: 135-57; Easterly, William. 2001. 

The Effect of the IMF and World Bank Programs on Poverty. Paper presented at the WIDER 

(World Institute for Development Economics Research) Conference on Economic Growth 

and Poverty Reduction, Helsinki, 25-26 March; Rodrik, Dani. 2002. After Neoliberalism, 

What? Paper presented at Alternatives to Neoliberalism Conference, Washington, 23-24 

May; Sandbrook, Richard. 1996. “Transitions without consolidation: Democratisation in 6 

African cases”. Third World Quarterly, Vol 17., No. 1, pp-69-87; 

25. Mainwaring, S. and Welna, C. (eds). 2003. Democratic Accountability in Latin America. Lon-

don: Oxford University Press; Gloppen S. and Rakner, L. 2003. “Responsiveness to the con-

cerns of the poor and accountability to the commitment to poverty reduction”. CMI Working 

Paper No. 9. Bergen: Chr. Michelsen Institute; Goetz, A. M. and Jenkins, R. 2005. Reinvent-

ing Accountability: Making Democracy Work for Human Development. London: Palgrave 

MacMillan

26. Schmitter, C. Philippe. 2003. “The Quality of Democracy: The Ambiguous Virtues of Account-

ability. European University Institute Paper, September



13

5. OUR ORGANISATION 
Registration Details:
NPO 146-334 • NPC 2014/ 048573 / 08 • B-BBEE Level 4 Contributor

VAT Registration No.4340239229 • Company Registration Hivos SA No. 

2006/017949/08 (financial administration)

Contact Details:
7th Floor • 25 Owl Street • Auckland Park • 

Johannesburg 2092 

South Africa 

T + 27 11 726 1090  • F +27 11 726 5576

For more information please contact us on 

info@democracyworks.org.za 

Or visit our website and social media platforms:
http://democracyworks.org.za/
facebook.com/DemocracyW

twitter.com/DemocracyW

linkedin.com/company/democracy-works 

© 2016 Democracy Works Foundation. The rights to reproduce this work 

are reserved to Democracy Works Foundation. All Rights Reserved.

This publication was made possible with the kind support of the Fried-

rich Ebert Stiftung (FES), South Africa office. 

To find out more about their work please go to their website via www.

fes-southafrica.org 

Or follow FES South Africa on their Facebook page on www.facebook.

com/fes.southafrica 

27. Lise Rakner, Alina Rocha Menocal and Verena Fritz. 2007. “Democratisation’s Third Wave 

and the Challenge of democratic deepening: Assessing International Democracy Assis-

tance and Lessons Learned”. Working Paper 1, August, Overseas Development Institute, 

London. P. 7

28. Ibid

29.  O’ Donnell, G. 1993. “On the state, democratization, and some conceptual problems: A Latin 

American view with glances at some post-communist countries”. World Development, 21, 

1355-1369; Lise Rakner, Alina Rocha Menocal and Verena Fritz. 2007. Democratisation’s 

Third Wave and the Challenge of democratic deepening: Assessing International Democ-

racy Assistance and Lessons Learned. Working Paper 1, August, Overseas Development 

Institute, London

30. Schedler, A., Diamond, L., and Plattner, M.F. 1999. The Self-Restraining State: Power and 

Accountability in New Democracies. Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner; Lise Rakner, Alina 

Rocha Menocal and Verena Fritz. 2007. “Democratisation’s Third Wave and the Challenge 

of democratic deepening: Assessing International Democracy Assistance and Lessons 

Learned”. Working Paper 1, August, Overseas Development Institute, London

31. Mkandawire, Thandika. 2001. “Thinking of Developmental States in Africa”. Cambridge 

Journal of Economics. 25: 289-313, p. 292

32. Heller, P. 1999. The Labor of Development: Workers and the Transformation of Capitalism in 

Kerala, India. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press

33. Rodrik, D. 2004. “Industrial Policy for the Twenty-First Century”. A paper prepared for the 

United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO). September

34. Amartya Sen  Journal of Democracy 10.3 (1999) 3-17 

35. http://www.hoover.org/press-releases/spirit-democracy-struggle-build-free-societ-

ies-throughout-world-larry-diamond-charts

36. Schwab, Klaus. 2008. “Global Corporate Citizenship: Working with Governments and Civil 

Society”. Foreign Affairs, January/February

http://democracyworks.org.za/
http://www.facebook.com/DemocracyW
http://twitter.com/DemocracyW%20
http://linkedin.com/company/democracy-works%20%20
http://www.democracyworks.org.za/


http://www.democracyworks.org.za/

	1. CONTEXT 3 

	Button 14: 
	Button 17: 
	Button 15: 
	Button 16: 


