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Introduction
In the last few years, studies to understand democracy 
in Africa have intensified with an objective to 
comprehend firstly if it is a contextually, culturally 
relevant and appropriate system of governance for 
Africa and secondly, the effects of a global ‘democratic 
recession’ on the state of democracy in Africa. Most 
African states have adopted a democratic system 
of governance with typical political representation 
based on harmonised elections and people-driven 
constitutions. More so, the regional governance system 
has adopted democracy-driven institutions through 
mechanisms such as the African Commission, the 
African Court on Human and Peoples Rights and the 
African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA). These 
institutions provide a framework for the promotion 
of democracy, good governance and human rights as 
well as the prevention, management and resolution of 
crises and conflicts, post-conflict reconstruction and 
development in the continent. 

However, the practices of governments are illustrating 
that a form of a democracy spectrum is now 
dominant. We define the democracy spectrum as 
being characterised by political systems which are 
seemingly designed to allow citizens to express their 
political preferences and the guarantee of civil liberties 
but in practice, hurdles that hamper such a reality 

are concretised. To this extent, democracy is being 
challenged with efforts to solidify one-party states, 
a shrinking civic space and non-credible electoral 
systems. We therefore interrogate whether the current 
status quo of democracy as practiced in many African 
states is giving the absolute dividends of democracy 
needed to meet the aspirations of the African peoples.

We argue that the current trend on the democracy 
spectrum is not only detrimental to the fabric of human 
rights but undermines socio-economic development 
in the continent. We therefore further argue that the 
success of democracy stricto sensu is dependent on 
an understanding of the role that democracy tools 
play in supporting an environment conducive for 
development. In this article, we consider some of these 
tools and also how the interconnection of development 
and democracy is working in some countries.

https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/facing-up-to-the-democratic-recession/
https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/facing-up-to-the-democratic-recession/
http://www.peaceau.org/en/topic/the-african-peace-and-security-architecture-apsa#:~:text=The%20African%20Peace%20and%20Security%20Architecture%20(APSA)%20is%20built%20around,and%20development%20in%20the%20continent.
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1. Asking ‘Good Questions’ 
to Facilitate the Success of 
Democracy

The political landscape in Africa has always provided 
questions on the protection and promotion of 
human rights. It has been characterised with politics 
of recognition, internal power struggles, fights for 
legitimacy and political elitism. What seems to be 
the common basis is that in all this, political elites 
and governments maintain the power to represent 
the wishes of the people and drive the vision for 
both economic and political prosperity. They also 
hold the power to undermine development and 
political stability. When one considers the democracy 
spectrum, it is clear that many countries practice 
superficial performance democracy whereby the 
democratic values and principles such as the rule of 
law, separation of power are manipulated to oppress 
and undermine human rights protection. This imitates 
denialism where governments especially purports that 
there is no human rights crisis when the country is in 
a state of chaos. 

A democratic system is normally driven by the rule of 
the people and this means that to achieve a functional 
democracy, the people are at the core of the system. 
It also means that the people are in a position to ask 
‘good questions’ that reinforce a repetitive system 
that solidly respects rule of law, separation of powers, 
and other democratic principles. The ‘superficial’ 

nature is then manifested in the efforts to throttle 
citizen participation. The recent arrest of Zimbabwean 
journalist, Hopewell Chin’ono who sought to expose 
corruption by government elites and asked ‘good 
questions’ is illustrative of this. 

1.1 Is Africa’s current democratic 
framework serving its best interest?

To clearly understand the positioning of African 
governments on the democracy spectrum, an evidence-
based analysis is critical and must focus on actions and 
mechanisms that a government puts in place. Actions 
such as political repression through repressive laws 
thwarting political opposition as seen in Zimbabwe, 
laws disregarding free expression and media freedom 
as seen in Benin, Cameroon and Mozambique are 
telling of the autocratic characteristics that are passed 
as a democracy deficiency. In these cases, the co-
existence of systems designed to facilitate democracy 
and the use of legal instruments to facilitate repressive 
actions makes it difficult to argue for the failure of 
democracy as a political system. This is so because 
there is a clear dilution of the democratic infrastructure 
with autocratic governance systems. 

Furthermore, democracy is continuously constructed in 
the normative framework; however, it is done through a 
closed society that does not always recognise diversity, 
allow scrutiny and ‘good questions’, respects human 
rights and does not wholly appreciate the contextual 
realities in its implementation. Supposed success 
stories of Rwanda’s model of democracy quickly 
comes to mind. Despite the significant gains made in 
infrastructure development, provision of healthcare, 
female political representation among others, Rwanda 
has been criticised for being an autocratic state and its 
socio-economic and political gains have been argued 
to have come out of a repressive political system. 

1.2 What is the best democratic framework 
for Africa?

The question of what system best serves Africa has 
been asked again and again. Factors such as the 
extent to which a country can provide socio-economic 
stability to its population have been raised. In this 
context countries such as Rwanda have been debated 
to be balancing on the democracy spectrum. This is 
particularly visible during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
where many African countries are struggling to 
provide their citizens with basic support. Rwanda has 

https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6872860/zimbabwe-denies-human-rights-abuses/?cs=14232
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-53477423
https://nawmagazine.com/15496/
https://www.mfwa.org/a-dossier-on-free-expression-for-benins-new-leader/
https://www.africafex.org/afex/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/DECLARATION-CAMER-ADVOCACY-english_Version-finale.pdf
https://humanrightsmeasurement.org/threats-to-free-speech-in-mozambique/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/democracy-rwanda-style-yo_b_9164976?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAD3UQcT9eA1TsEQPkiiMcwieNi5gA1Obe8W9E84UrSvJn79ymGzo2cM8GHqG4KiU4VtW3erXZ4cMn-9NQjoKkORV-k_kW2D4riybKKMlmhUe8txrGcNbNzQzMZWbLF_PZdyjzA4fu2u_LqQrom-_Dk1V3kJYISBfKTFK78BBX3uj
https://africanbusinessmagazine.com/region/east-africa/rwanda-unveils-social-protection-for-the-vulnerable-during-covid-19/
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managed to provide social protection to vulnerable 
households through a food distribution programme 
(door-to-door provision of basic food stuffs every 
three days), cash transfers to casual workers, subsidised 
access to agricultural inputs, and measures to ensure 
poor households’ access to basic health and education. 
The country has also kept its COVID-19 cases at a 
relatively low rate despite the steady increase observed 
in other African countries.  This illustrates the diversity 
experienced in the democratic practices across the 
continent. 

Despite being highly criticised, Rwanda’s democratic 
architecture seems to be serving its citizens better than 
other African countries whose democratic architecture 
is under less scrutiny, yet, their citizens are languishing 
in abject poverty, perceived abandonment by the 
state and a growing state of underdevelopment in 
these countries. This has prompted an argument for 
the development of a separate African governance 
system that is grounded in African principles and 
values. With this in mind, it is important to understand 
that democracy encompasses and recognises these 
principles and values such as collective humanism or 
ubuntu.

This realisation makes it apparent that, instead of forging 
a system of governance that seeks to accommodate 
political elitism and government supremacy, governance 
can be done differently through adopting a purely 
democratic governance framework characterised by 
principles such as separation of powers, respect for 
the rule of law and respect from human rights both 
in policy and practice. This is essential as it adopts a 
holistic approach to facilitating development in Africa 
and supports investment in critical democracy tools 
including sustainable democratic frameworks and 
electoral reform.

2. Democracy Frameworks

Democracy is comprehensive in instituting practices 
that promote inclusivity, human rights, supremacy 
of law, transparency and accountability. Autocratic 
practices on the other hand do not bound themselves 
to these principles nor systemic development. In this 
regard, democracy, if practiced in its fullness provides 
more progressive direction, is measurable and facilitates 
good governance. This means that infrastructure and 
institutions that support democratic practices are at 
the core of this framework. Investment in independent 
and impartial national human rights institutions, the 

judiciary, commissions of inquiry, among others, play 
a significant role in ensuring that good governance 
through transparency and accountability is achieved. 
The stance should therefore be people-centered, 
striving to ensure that policies, frameworks and actions 
edify communities. This calls for a move towards 
participatory and inclusive democracy.

The African Governance Architecture sets this 
framework, highlighting shared values and how they 
help galvanise governance in the continent, while 
embracing the opportunities of evidence-based 
assessments and evaluations to inform strategic 
actions towards democratic governance. Furthermore, 
the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and 
Governance (ACDEG) which was adopted on 30 January 
2007 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia provides a framework 
for developing, understanding and implementing 
democracy in Africa. It sets the framework with a 
design that is alive to the realities of the continent 
and the needs of the people. As of August 2019, the 
Charter has been signed by forty-six (46) out of the 
fifty-five (55) African Union (AU) member states. 
However, only thirty-four countries have signed and 
ratified the Charter. The reluctance by states to ratify 
the Charter could be attributed to their endemic 
systemic weaknesses that perpetuate the avoidance 
of accountability, transparency and the promotion of 
democracy and human rights.

https://journals.openedition.org/cea/1045?lang=en#text
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One key area worth highlighting is that the Charter is 
the first legal instrument adopted by member states 
of the AU that acknowledges that an unconstitutional 
change of government includes any amendments to 
the constitution or legal instruments of a member state 
that infringe on the principles of democratic change 
of government. The Charter is a representation of an 
action-oriented reform policy that has the potential 
to champion human rights and good governance. 
It is a significant yardstick that should be employed 
to measure the success of democratic initiatives. 
Neglecting such a policy framework is failing to 
make full use of an opportunity to build resilient 
structures which are mandatory for the recovery and 
development of states.

The African Union has therefore provided frameworks 
that support the promotion of democracy in the 
continent. The challenge is the implementation, 
monitoring and enforcement. It is therefore necessary 
that focus be on providing enforcement tools of these 
democracy frameworks. This enables continuous 
improvement at both national and regional levels. 
The African Peer Review Mechanism is one such 
tool which is responsible for reviewing the progress 
of African states in adopting and implementing the 
promotion of peace, security, and human rights, 
and to foster the creation of democratic institutions 
throughout the African continent. Measuring and 
holding states accountable for failure to comply 
with democracy frameworks will enable a culture of 
transparency, accountability and inclusivity. These 
are all key in developing democratic states and in 
turn facilitate socio-economic development. Essential 
to the framework of democracy is key policies and 
practices that contribute to epistemological changes 
related to people participation. These changes include 
redesigning the operation and management of state 
institutions including parastatals and electoral reform 
which is discussed below.

3. Elections and Electoral 
Reforms

A significant factor in a democratic system is electoral 
participation as it is the basis upon which the will of 
the people can be reflected. The right to vote is a 
fundamental right and the Charter reaffirms every 
citizen’s right to fully participate in the electoral 
process which is not limited to freely casting a vote 
but also includes participating in government directly 
and through freely chosen representatives, running for 
office and other related activities. In this regard, the 
participatory democracy approach is crucial, ensuring 
that governments create spaces that allow free political 
participation. This is interesting considering that there 
is a history of suppressing political opposition in many 
African countries such as Uganda, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, 
Mali, Guinea, Cote d’Ivoire, Benin, Togo, The Gambia, 
Niger, Nigeria, Gabon and Cameroon.

The importance of electoral reform cannot therefore 
be overstated as an essential ingredient to achieving 
democracy for development. In 2019, at least 20 
presidential, parliamentary and council elections 
took place across Africa and there were presidential 
transitions in 11 countries including Algeria. In 2020, 
over 30 elections are scheduled with a presidential 
transition already recorded in Malawi. The current 
observable trend is that elections have been captured 
by political elites who wish to hold on to power. This 
poses a challenge. It has prompted an extended election 
mode which views elections as a one-off event and not 
a broader component of the political process. There 
is more focus on power politics and tricks, such that 
any form of investment that could have been towards 
reform of electoral processes including enhancing 
voter education is redirected to ruling party politics. 
Electoral reform is therefore neglected and instead, we 
see compromised electoral systems where free and fair 
elections are a fading shadow of democracy.

https://law.emory.edu/eilr/content/volume-27/issue-1/articles/towards-new-democratic-africa.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2011.603466?src=recsys&
https://www.eisa.org.za/calendar2019.php
https://www.eisa.org.za/calendar.php
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This approach is a disservice to the people and derails 
from the opportunities that a free, fair and transparent 
electoral process presents. In a recent study conducted by 
Afrobarometer, it was found that the general perception 
is that Africans want elections especially if they bring 
change at the top and are free and fair. The Afrobarometer 
public-opinion survey findings from 34 African countries 
also showed that Africans care about the electoral 
process. On average, three-fourths (75 percent) of the 
Africans interviewed in 2016-2018 said they wanted to 
choose their leaders through “regular, open and honest 
elections.” More than half (54 percent) felt “very strongly” 
that elections are better than “some other method.”

What is patently clear is that democracy remains engraved 
in the values and principles of many Africans. This is 
reflected in the generally accepted view that human rights 
and respect for ‘ubuntu’ are at the core of our existence 
as a people. As such, there is increased participation 
of youths and women to enhance the efficiency of 
national institutions, respect of separation of powers, 
respect of media freedom, free expression and access 
to information. This has resulted in enhanced social and 
political participation at the grassroots level and has also 
inspired social movements such as the Sudanese uprising 
against deepening economic crisis and political and social 
instability in 2018 and 2019 and ongoing anti-government 
protests in Mali.

4. Efforts to Enforce and Monitor 
Democracy Frameworks

Africa remains bedeviled by the unholy trinity of corruption, 
bad governance and gross human rights violations. 
Reports estimate that Africa has in the past lost billions 
of dollars in illicit financial flows alone. As illustrated 
above, the continent has several governance challenges 
including abuse of human rights, enactment of regressive 
laws and the growing syndrome of life presidency; a 
practice in which incumbent regimes like Cameroon and 
Uganda’s perpetrate their stay in power through bad-faith 
constitutional amendments and other unlawful means. 
The 2019 Economist Intelligence Unit democracy index 
revealed a decline in democracy especially in Sub-Saharan 
Africa with the continent’s average score deteriorating 
from 4.36 in 2018 to 4.26 in 2019, the worst score since 
2010. The fact that only Mauritius was considered a “full 
democracy” in the report speaks volumes of the region’s 
democracy deficit.

The situation is exacerbated by the weak mechanisms for 
human rights monitoring at regional and international 
levels. The hopes raised by the African Court on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights are gradually getting washed away 
by member states’ growing resistance to its provision 
that grants non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
individual access to the Court to seek redress for human 
rights violations. Among other things, the Court was 
designed to address inadequacies in the national legal and 
institutional frameworks and this provision remains critical 
to fill such gaps. However, the increasing withdrawals by 
countries like Rwanda and of recent, Côte d’Ivoire and 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/07/09/new-afrobarometer-data-shows-africans-want-elections-especially-if-they-bring-change-top/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/sudan/b143-improving-prospects-peaceful-transition-sudan
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/mali-protests-boubacar-keita/2020/07/16/7630adfc-c6d3-11ea-a9d3-74640f25b953_story.html
http://www.gfintegrity.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/gfi_afdb_iffs_and_the_problem_of_net_resource_transfers_from_africa_1980-2009-highres.pdf
http://www.gfintegrity.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/gfi_afdb_iffs_and_the_problem_of_net_resource_transfers_from_africa_1980-2009-highres.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/article/5-governance-challenges-africa
https://www.igd.org.za/infocus/12034-african-presidents-for-life-syndrome-staging-constitutional-coups
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/africas-leaders-life
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/01/uganda-enacts-law-presidential-age-limits-180102182656189.html
https://www.eiu.com/topic/democracy-index
https://www.ecofinagency.com/public-management/2301-40885-2019-ranking-of-democracies-in-africa-according-to-the-eiu
https://www.ecofinagency.com/public-management/2301-40885-2019-ranking-of-democracies-in-africa-according-to-the-eiu
https://face2faceafrica.com/article/mauritius-democratic-country-africa
https://www.african-court.org/en/
https://www.african-court.org/en/
https://opiniojuris.org/2020/05/19/a-court-in-crisis-african-states-increasing-resistance-to-africas-human-rights-court/
https://minijust.gov.rw/fileadmin/Documents/Photo_News_2016/Clarification2.pdf
https://justiceinconflict.org/2020/08/03/optional-justice-the-african-courts-relationship-with-human-rights-protection-in-africa/
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Benin from the provision essentially diminishes the hopes 
for accountability for acts or omissions by States that 
infringe on human rights.

At the continental level, the African Union has in the 
past called for a mass exodus of its members from 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) citing bias and 
unfairness in the Court’s work. This led to the exit of some 
countries like Burundi from the Rome Statute. Whilst it 
is true that the ICC is seemingly obsessed with Africa, 
owing to the high number of cases from the continent, 
it is equally undeniable that Africa has been the hotbed 
of various armed conflicts and would by extension be 
repeat customers of the global judicial outfit. In as much 
as the ICC has ostensibly paid a deaf ear to violations of 
international criminal law in other parts of the world, this 
does not necessarily exonerate those liable for similar 
atrocities in Africa.

The net effect of these withdrawals is that the countries 
cease to be bound by the commitments enshrined in 
the respective human rights instruments which reduces 
accountability for human rights and condones impunity in 
the continent. These developments are worrying because 
they negate basic democratic principles including the 
ability to control abuse of power and the respect of 
human rights of all citizens. By narrowing the avenues 
through which citizens can seek redress for human rights 
violations, African states are making reverse progress 
which undermines the continent’s quest for development. 

Democracy provides a fertile ground for development by 
ensuring citizen participation in public affairs, promoting 
accountable governments and ensuring the respect of 
rights which are key attributes of developed states. Could 
it be a coincidence that Mauritius, with a “full democracy” 
ranking earlier alluded to, is also rated as the best country 
for doing business in Africa in the 2019 World Bank Doing 
Business report? Is it intriguing that Chad, Central African 
Republic and Democratic Republic of Congo which are 
part of the bottom five in democracy rankings are also 
among the worst in ease of doing business ranking? The 
data is telling of the close connection between democracy 
and development and it is time that this evidence-based 
position is incorporated and taken seriously if we are to 
see socio-economic development in the continent.

5. Way Forward

Democracy and development constitute part of the 
economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights 
enshrined in the international bill of human rights. As 
such, State’s trichotomy of obligations i.e. to respect, 
protect and fulfil them is paramount.

a. Governments need to forge a new understanding 
of politics premised on democratic values and principles 
by designing people-centred laws and policies that 
enhance public participation and accountability.

b. Regional entities like the African Union, 
the African Commission and the  African 
Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) 
have an opportunity to contribute to the construction 
of development models in the continent. They should 
develop and strengthen contextually appropriate 
mechanisms that transcend political solidarity to 
promote accountability within the continent.

c. As key actors in the development arena, civil society 
organisation (CSOs) including the academia 
have the opportunity to generate new knowledge on 
the role of democracy in promoting development as 
NGOs popularise the same to create awareness and 
build citizen agency to demand accountability from 
their leaders. 

d. CSOs also play a watchdog role thus providing 
the much needed checks and balances in the functions 
of the government and government institutions. In this 
capacity CSOs can interrogate the democracy gaps in 
the context of development. This is important as most 
CSOs are driven by communities’ lived experiences thus 
providing tailored solutions to communities.

e. Most, if not all current national constitutions 
in the African continent demand that the exercise of 
state power is contingent on the sustained trust of the 
people. As such, with strong redress mechanisms, a 
vibrant civil society and meaningful public involvement 
in democratic processes, Africa’s development prospects 
can only get better. 

https://justiceinconflict.org/2020/08/03/optional-justice-the-african-courts-relationship-with-human-rights-protection-in-africa/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/african-union-international-criminal-court-a7557891.html
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2017/oct/28/burundi-becomes-first-nation-to-leave-international-criminal-court
https://www.icc-cpi.int/resource-library/documents/rs-eng.pdf
https://www.icc-cpi.int/pages/situation.aspx
https://ecollections.law.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1252&context=faculty_publications
https://www.crivitz.k12.wi.us/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=783&dataid=4003&FileName=deomcratic%20principles_.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32436/9781464814402.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32436/9781464814402.pdf
https://www.eiu.com/topic/democracy-index
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32436/9781464814402.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Compilation1.1en.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/sections/universal-declaration/foundation-international-human-rights-law/index.html
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f. The academia also has a significant role in the 
protection and promotion of human rights. Enhanced 
human rights education and research contributes to an 
empowered and informed society. Research also furthers 
evidence and documentation enhancing accountability.

The recommendations highlighted above are only 
efficient in contributing to the promotion of democracy 
if they are evidence-based. It is imperative that at all 
levels data, innovation and technology is harnessed to 
inform mechanisms, policies and action plans. Evidence-
based oriented actions will serve to enhance efficiency 
of various efforts and initiatives towards democracy and 
development.

Conclusion

Whereas there is conflicting scholarly evidence on 
the nexus between democracy and development, it 
is indisputable that the two concepts are mutually 
reinforcing. Democracy guarantees the existence of 
an empowered citizenry that influences political and 
policy outcomes and holds duty bearers accountable 
for their actions. This leads to the emergence of sound 
institutions that can stimulate development by ensuring 
the implementation of the continent’s development 
agenda. Irrefutably, when properly contextualised, Africa 
has certain success stories including Mauritius, Ghana and 
South Africa whose democracies as well as development 
credentials are comparatively better in spite of some 
challenges. However, these do not discount the reality 
that Africa’s democracy deficit is still high, and it is an 
issue of grave concern which, if not addressed will stifle 
the continent’s development trajectory.

https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/democracy-and-development-the-role-of-the-united-nations.pdf
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/democracy-and-development-the-role-of-the-united-nations.pdf
https://theconversation.com/democracy-in-africa-success-stories-that-have-defied-the-odds-120601
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