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In February 2005, Nigerian commentator Mobo-
laji Sanusi referred to political developments in
Africa as “demo-crazy.” The target of his concern

was the tendency of many of the continent’s politi-
cal leaders to set aside demands for serious compe-
tition and accountability and exploit elections by
rigging ballots, changing constitutions to allow for
longer terms, and ignoring other rules when conve-
nient. Over the past year several donor countries
have expressed similar anxiety about the behavior
of political elites in Nigeria, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Togo,
Uganda, and many other countries, often taking to
task reformers they had previously championed. 

This observation raises at least two important
questions. The first is whether democratization
has stalled in Africa, or whether the patterns to
which Sanusi draws our attention simply reflect
the last stands of the old-style authoritarian politi-
cians, part and parcel of struggles to consolidate
democratic reform. Certainly systematic regional
backsliding is not all that evident, although move-
ment toward more open systems has not acceler-
ated either. Roughly 46 percent of sub-Saharan
countries rank “four” or below on the Freedom
House political liberties index (in which “one”
indicates the highest standards of political rights
and “seven” human rights standards on a par with
North Korea). Almost 19 percent of sub-Saharan
countries rank “one” or “two” on this index. And
during the past year four countries received better
scores than they had the previous year, compared
to three that received worse scores, including Zim-
babwe. Since 2000, the overall ratings have
changed relatively little. In 52 percent of coun-
tries, there was no change in the existing level of

respect for political rights, while there was some
improvement in 26 percent and some decline in
22 percent.

The second question is whether those govern-
ments that respect rights more now than in the
past and hold regular elections perform any better
than their predecessors. Much of the internal and
external pressure for stronger observance of human
rights and regular, competitive elections had its
roots in the quest for accountable government.
People in the street joined policy makers in rea-
soning that if citizens could vote against poorly
performing politicians at the ballot box, political
elites would have a stronger incentive to attend to
the needs of ordinary citizens, choose policies that
would generate economic growth, and reduce cor-
ruption. Greater respect for individual rights would
also make it possible for information to circulate
more freely, making corruption riskier, encourag-
ing deeper discussion of policy issues, and draw-
ing attention to problems, such as impending
hunger, that left unaddressed would cause death or
injury. Systematic information about state perfor-
mance is hard to come by, but we do know that
perceptions of corruption remain high in countries
that have held elections and rank favorably on the
Freedom House index of political and civil rights.
Do these data suggest that our theories about the
relationship between democracy and accountabil-
ity are wrong, or does it just take time for the antic-
ipated effects to materialize?

If the evidence suggests it is premature to answer
these questions definitively, that in itself should give
no cause for despair. Real, sustained efforts are being
made across the continent to deepen democracy and
reap the benefits of accountable governance. The
success of these efforts has been mixed, but it is far
too soon to write them off as failures. And, impor-
tantly, public participation in them is growing.
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TROUBLED ELECTIONS
Pushing an authoritarian government to engage

in political liberalization and hold multiparty elec-
tions is a difficult challenge. It requires not only an
underlying sense of grievance or anger, but also
people who are willing to assume the costs and
risks of organizing others and relative weakness in
the incumbents’ ability to suppress or divert pres-
sure for reform. Yet the tasks of consolidation, of
building stable democracy, are if anything even
greater, and although they may ease with time, they
never go away. Most countries in sub-Saharan
Africa not immersed in civil war have entered a dif-
ficult period: weak reform movements seek to
maintain pressure on governments to adhere to
promises, and responsive leaders are learning that
to behave accountably they have to improve gov-
ernment capacity. 

In any part of the world, incumbents and their
entourages will try to hold on to power. How far
they go toward that end is partly a function of pop-
ular and elite consensus
on the rules and the
bounds of appropriate
behavior; it is also a func-
tion of the ability of civic
groups and opposition
parties to police and halt
excesses. In sub-Saharan
Africa, as in many places, we continue to observe
problems with political norms, but overt violence at
the polls as an intimidation tactic and tampering
with ballot boxes are less common than they used
to be. Africa, like other regions, suffers ever more
sophisticated efforts to tip the electoral balance
toward incumbents or toward the head of state’s
handpicked successor as consensus gels on norms
against some of the most outrageous tactics.

Zimbabwe’s elections at the end of March 2005
anchored the negative end of the spectrum during
the past year. Although the balloting was less
overtly violent than at other times in the country’s
history, President Robert Mugabe sought to hold on
to power by various means. He gained the right to
appoint people of his choice to fill 30 of the 150
seats in the parliament. The government designed
electoral boundaries to generate more safe seats for
the ruling party. In the two years prior to the elec-
tion it arrested opposition leaders on several occa-
sions and introduced a bill to ban human rights
groups and other NGOs that received any foreign
funding. Youth groups attached to the ruling party
engaged in political harassment, and there were

reports of threats to deny food to those who voted
against Mugabe. Journalists worked under increas-
ingly tight restrictions after the 2002 Access to
Information and Protection of Privacy Act gave the
minister of information broad powers to confer or
deny licenses for reporters and publications. When
the elections were held, an estimated 10 percent of
registered voters were turned away without being
able to cast ballots. 

Opposition groups inside and outside Zimbabwe
tried to bring pressure on Mugabe to relent and to
abide by the norms that govern free and fair elec-
tions. The country developed a spirited underground
opposition, Zvankwana-Sokwanele (“ Enough!” ),
which signaled its presence in different parts of the
country with the spray-painted Bob Marley slogan,
“ Get up, stand up!”  Demonstrations continued—
although, during the lead-up to the vote, the police
cracked down, breaking up most peaceful protests.
The archbishop of Bulawayo, Pius Ncube, observed
that the contest had been rigged before it started 

and urged Zimbabweans
to follow the example of
protesters in Ukraine.
Mugabe responded to the
archbishop by calling him
a “ halfwit.”

The reaction of neigh-
bors was mixed. Prior to

the election an attempted visit by a South African
labor organization elicited a demoralizing denunci-
ation from Mugabe. Civic groups assembled on the
South Africa-Zimbabwe border in mid-March for a
demonstration, concert, and overnight vigil in sup-
port of free and fair elections. The aim was to con-
vince a regional group, the Southern African
Development Community (SADCC), to bring pres-
sure on the Mugabe government for an open pro-
cess. Later in March, another delegation from South
Africa, incorporating the Landless Peoples’ Move-
ment, Jubilee South Africa, and other groups, visited
and concluded that elections would not be fair, cit-
ing a lack of voter education, inadequate poll 
monitoring, and a nonpublic voters’ roll. The gov-
ernments of other countries in the region were less
helpful to the cause of democracy. For example, an
SADCC observer team pronounced the elections free
and fair despite the obvious problems in the run-up
to voting day and the fact that many voters were
denied access to the polls.

Elections went off more smoothly in several other
countries in the past year, suggesting that know-
how, norms, and accountability mechanisms may
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have improved in a broader regional context. In
Ghana, John Kufuor won a second term as president
in December 2004 with 53 percent of the vote and
a turnout of 83 percent. Although the opposition
objected to news of a coup plot—news it believed
was designed to swing popular opinion in favor of
the incumbent—the balloting was generally consid-
ered free and fair. Coup-prone Niger also conducted
relatively free and fair elections in December 2004,
returning President Mamadou Tanja to power for a
second term. Ballots were helicoptered to insecure
areas in the north, where security held for the dura-
tion of the election. Turnout was fairly low through-
out the country, but the results were close in a hotly
contested race. Coup master Francois Bozize ran for
the presidency in the Central African Republic in an
election that went off smoothly, although Bozize’s
candidacy met with disapproval in many quarters.
In Cameroon’s October 2004 elections, the picture
was less happy than in Ghana and Niger, but frag-
mentation of the opposition was a greater cause for
concern than outright manipulation of the vote that
returned long-time president Paul Biya to office.

THE LIMITS OF TERM LIMITS
Elsewhere political leaders have continued to

employ another favored tactic for preserving their
rule: trying to overturn constitutional limitations
on terms of office. Earlier, leaders in Zambia,
Malawi, Zimbabwe, Guinea, Togo, and Namibia had
attempted to secure constitutional amendments to
permit themselves to run for third terms. In Zam-
bia and Malawi, public protest quashed these
efforts, while in Zimbabwe, Guinea, Togo, and
Namibia the bids to lift term limits succeeded. 

This past year saw several more efforts of this
type, including some from unexpected quarters. In
April 2004, Namibia’s president, Sam Nujoma,
sought to amend the constitution yet again, this time
to ensure that he could run for a fourth term. (He
retired instead, ceding the presidency this spring to
Hifikepunye Pohamba, who was elected in Novem-
ber 2004.) In May 2004, the Burkina Faso legisla-
ture voted to amend the constitution to allow the
head of state, Blaise Compaore, to remain in office
for another term. Opposition parties attracted sev-
eral thousand people to a protest demonstration in
Ouagadougou, the capital, but some of the minor
opposition parties allied with the government to
pass the rule change. Gabon’s parliament in July
passed amendments allowing President Omar Bongo
to run for office indefinitely. Bongo had already
ruled for 36 years. In October 2004, Uganda’s Yoweri

Museveni, architect of the policies that helped move
his country from civil war to donor darling, pushed
to remove constitutional limits on the number of
terms a president may serve. Although his intentions
were not clear, this gesture would allow him to stand
for election in 2006. Donor countries, international
NGOs such as Transparency International, and civic
groups within Uganda objected to the proposed con-
stitutional alterations, and Museveni may still
change his mind. 

In the Ivory Coast, too, the ruling regime has
tried to manipulate the constitution to secure its
grip on power. In 2000, political leaders engineered
the notorious Article 35, which restricted eligibility
to run for president to candidates whose parents
could both prove Ivorian citizenship. The constitu-
tional amendment was a transparent ploy to elimi-
nate Alassane Ouattara, the strongest opposition
candidate, from the election. It also sent a signal
that citizens of mixed parentage, especially north-
erners, would no longer have the same rights as
others, and subsequent policy decisions amplified
that signal. Civil war then split a country long
known as a bulwark of stability in the region.
Under strong international pressure, 2004 saw the
Ivorian government take obviously reluctant steps
to repeal the measure, a requirement for peace. In
December 2004 it began the process of amending
the constitution once again, opening up eligibility
and removing the restrictions imposed in 2000. In
another maladroit move, however, the government
then insisted that the measure be subject to a
national referendum. Although this step was con-
sistent with standard amendment procedures in
many constitutions, it was difficult to argue that the
existing charter had any power in the midst of civil
war, and it was obviously going to be difficult to
carry out a referendum process in insecure parts of
the territory. A more measured approach would
have been to accept the change as a requirement of
peace negotiations and call for subsequent review
of the constitution after the war’s end.

Coups have become a less common means of
securing power than in the past, thanks to con-
certed international efforts to cut off aid to coun-
tries whose leaders take office with the force of
guns, and thanks to increasing domestic opposition.
Togo tested this proposition on the death of Presi-
dent Gnassingbé Eyadéma on February 5, 2005.
The country’s military sought to install Faure
Gnassingbé, Eyadéma’s son, as president and forced
a retroactive constitutional amendment through the
legislature to make the move legal. Opposition par-
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ties immediately called for a two-day “stay at home”
protest. A week later, demonstrators in Lome, Togo’s
capital, rejected the nonconstitutional transfer of
power, and security forces killed three in the crowd.
As Togolese protesters kept up the pressure domes-
tically, people in neighboring countries took to the
streets in support, and West African governments
moved quickly to impose sanctions, despite a gov-
ernment promise to hold elections within 60 days.
The sanctions set by the Economic Community of
West African States included a recall of ambas-
sadors, a travel ban on the Togolese leadership, and
an arms embargo intended to help stem the impor-
tation of arms by the ruling party, which had
already started to distribute weapons to its paramil-
itary supporters. The African Union followed suit.
While the final outcome remains unclear, the strong
regional and international response holds out the
hope of curbing this
attempt to evade the
demands of democracy
and accountability.

This quick inventory
suggests that, although
egregious efforts to cir-
cumscribe popular par-
ticipation in politics are still occasionally evident
and are likely to continue sporadically for some
time to come, there are also growing signs of active
domestic constituencies for accountable govern-
ment. Demonstrations by civic groups are rarely if
ever as large as those in Ukraine, Lebanon, and
other countries outside Africa where citizens have
tried to resist the usurpation of space for public dia-
logue, but they continue even in countries as tradi-
tionally inhospitable to such action as Togo. In
some instances, such as the protests at the border
of Zimbabwe, organizers have become increasingly
creative in finding ways to communicate in the
midst of oppression. With respect to democracy, the
glass is half full.

CONSTITUTIONAL CONVERSATIONS
At least as interesting as electoral conduct as an

indicator of changing norms and patterns of behav-
ior is the apparent belief among churchgoers,
lawyers, politicians, students, and many ordinary
Africans that diverse national communities must
hold continuing conversations about the allocation
of power and the fundamental rules of the game
that will structure political life in the future. Since
the mid-1970s, African countries have engaged in
constitution-drafting exercises more than 90 times.

Although some of these efforts were smokescreens
for power grabs, many more were serious, partici-
patory ventures. What is different about the tone
now, compared to earlier years, is that the process
of reform is increasingly negotiated with civic
groups and churches, instead of directed from the
top, and nongovernmental organizations as well as
opposition parties have persisted in monitoring
deliberations and in lobbying for inclusion of
important provisions.

The past year saw protests designed to move
constitution-making processes forward in several
countries. The most notable was popular action to
try to shake up stalled deliberations in Kenya. In
1997, Kenyan opposition groups, religious leaders,
and civic organizations launched a drive for consti-
tutional change under the umbrella of the National
Convention Executive Council. Pro-reform demon-

strations in July 1997
were violently repressed
and nine people died,
while many others were
injured. In 1998, the
ruling party and opposi-
tion groups in the legis-
lature hammered out a

deal that set up a constitutional review commission
and elaborated a five-part process. District forums
and other bodies would nominate representatives
to a national consultative conference. The govern-
ment would then create a 26- or 27-member con-
stitutional commission, with representatives of
political parties, civic groups, religious communi-
ties, and women. The commission would sponsor
hearings across the country and gather information.
The 629-member national conference would weigh
this information, and its recommendations would
then go to a parliamentary committee for further
review and presentation to the legislature, the body
empowered by the existing constitution to adopt
and ratify reforms. 

Church-led protests kept the issue in the public
eye through 1999, especially after the president,
Daniel arap Moi, expressed his desire to keep the
process within the national assembly—a procedure
consistent with past practice but increasingly out of
step with the more participatory processes
employed across the globe. At one point civic and
religious groups, which organized under the ban-
ner of Ufungamano, held their own conference and
developed a draft. This coalition eventually won
permission to nominate members to the constitu-
tional commission. Its work informed deliberations
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at several stages. Other watchdog groups formed
and continued to put pressure on the government
to act through February and March of this year.

The process slowed at several points, partly as a
result of internal disputes and misaligned incen-
tives, and partly because of meddling by the Moi
government. Mwai Kibaki’s election as president in
2002 raised hopes of progress, but reform propos-
als remained mired in the parliament. Some of the
disputes were substantive—for example, over the
degree to which the president should share power
with a prime minister. Others had roots in personal
animosities and bids for influence. The president,
then ill, had little inclination or ability to move the
process forward. Rioting broke out in July 2004 as
people grew increasingly impatient. Foreign diplo-
mats and UN Secretary General Kofi Annan weighed
in, reminding Kibaki to deliver on his campaign
pledge to reform the
constitution.

Popular action to
push for constitutional
dialogues has occurred
in other countries as
well. In Nigeria, Presi-
dent Olusegon Oba-
sanjo’s government has
initiated a constitutional review process, arguing that
the existing 1999 constitution was tainted by the
influence of the military. Popular pressure helped put
constitutional review on the agenda. The Electoral
Reform Network, a coalition of 85 NGOs, has lobbied
for renewed attention to the subject. The power to
revise, adopt, and ratify a constitution lies with the
legislature, but, like Kenya, Nigeria has broadened
participation. The president created a National Polit-
ical Reform Conference with 400 members, includ-
ing delegates from each of the states, although
preparation of draft language is in the hands of a
committee of seven distinguished Nigerians. 

In Swaziland, protesters in March 2005 expressed
dissatisfaction with a protracted constitutional
reform process and demanded the unbanning of
political parties, an end to arbitrary arrest, and a
number of other changes. The government had
launched a reform initiative in 1996 but had not
brought the deliberations to a conclusion. Mauritius,
too, has revisited the design of its electoral system.
In Zambia, NGOs have called for a new constitution.
Although the Zambian government professes to be
open to this possibility, it de-registered one of the
groups promoting revision, the Southern African
Center for Constructive Resolution of Disputes.

Mozambique’s Frelimo party has embarked on an ad
hoc effort to recommend changes in that country’s
constitution, and September 2004 saw renewed dis-
cussion of fundamental charter changes in Angola. 

DANGERS AHEAD
Deep political change does not happen

overnight. Sub-Saharan Africa is in an ambiguous
transition period, with signs of hope as well as
grounds for pessimism. Currently there are two
main dangers. 

The first ground for caution is the possibility that
donor aid agencies, eager to show they have used
their money to leverage change, will decide they have
failed, prematurely, and pack their bags. That would
be disastrous. Solid domestic and regional pressure
groups are beginning to gain a toehold and initiate
action in several countries. Usually they are still too

weak to bring misbe-
having officials to heel.
Concerted regional and
donor action is impor-
tant for forcing leaders
to respond to domestic
demands. The case of
Togo (though the story
there is not yet over)

shows what concerted internal and external pressure
can achieve. The case of Zimbabwe shows what hap-
pens when regional powers avert their eyes. 

Accountable government is not something
achieved by the “simple” creation of a competitive
electoral process. It is the joint effect of several con-
ditions, not all of which are yet present. Voters can-
not send clear signals by voting out the bad guys
unless they care about politics, know who is
responsible for policies or practices they dislike,
and can sort out performance from the many other
attributes of a candidate they may find attractive or
unattractive. Eliminating coercion in the polling
process and giving candidates a level playing field
are both important, but they are not all that matters.
For most ordinary people in most countries, it is
hard to acquire all the information necessary to cast
a ballot thoughtfully. Instead, people tend to take
cues from members of the “interested public”
whom they respect—public intellectuals they trust
or like, or organizations that represent people like
them, kin groups for example. These people pay
closer attention to politics and policy and their
positions offer cues to those with less time, moti-
vation, or capacity to make judgments. A challenge
for many African countries is to create an environ-
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ment in which nonsectarian groups that perform
these functions can acquire information, commu-
nicate freely, and establish ties with rural majorities.
Young political elites in some countries already play
these roles, but in other places this group is small
and constrained.

It is relatively easy for voters to punish leaders for
corruption. Corruption is usually observable in the
spending behavior of the entourage around a politi-
cian. By contrast, the responsibility of particular
leaders for popular or unpopular policies or for good
or bad management often remains unclear, compli-
cating the quest for accountability. In a globalizing
world, all countries are exposed to shocks and fluc-
tuations that come from outside their borders, mak-
ing it difficult to identify whether a policy failed or
whether conditions changed in ways that would
make it hard for any leader to navigate effectively. 

At the same time, Africa faces a number of more
unique problems in identifying responsibility. One
comes from the perception that donors call the
shots on development strategy. In some measure,
this perception is valid. Governments are often
beholden to carry out policies that bilateral aid
agencies or the World Bank and IMF request, in
return for grants and loans, even though many lead-
ers have felt little compunction about abandoning
such agreements. Changes in aid policy that give
more ownership to governments for designing
strategies should help alleviate this problem.
Another challenge in holding leaders accountable
is the increasing favor shown to semi-presidential
or premier-presidential systems, such as in Mali,
Madagascar, and Mozambique, which divide
authority between prime ministers and presidents.
Often it is not evident in these systems where the
locus of authority lies. The desire to check the
power of a strong president is understandable, but
semi-presidentialism may not yield the results antic-
ipated because of the difficulty voters have in locat-
ing responsibility for problems and improvements.

Finally, accountability is partly a function of the
government’s ability to respond. Since the 1970s,
donors have often neglected capacity building,
believing that money spent on training public offi-
cials, building facilities, or working closely with
ministries is money in the hands of the corrupt or
the abusive. Although the reluctance to work
directly with governments is understandable, it is
increasingly inappropriate in countries where civic
groups can criticize openly and where the ability to
monitor the use of resources has improved. A gov-
ernment cannot respond effectively if it lacks per-
sonnel able to do so or if it cannot manage its fuel
supply well enough to send judges or other officials
throughout the country. 

RESISTING TEMPTATION
Strengthening the causal relationship between

democracy and accountability will depend on
external events too—and here is where the second
danger arises. The next decade is likely to see com-
petition between China and the West to buy
Africa’s oil. Already we have seen signs in Sudan
that competition for oil has made some countries,
including China, unwilling to press a government
to behave responsibly toward its citizens. Willing-
ness to keep quiet about abuses while paying cash
on the barrelhead gives some purchasers an advan-
tage over others. Ultimately this willingness to
trade without regard for who gets the money or
how it is used may undermine international and
regional coalitions for good government and help
generate high levels of conflict on the African con-
tinent. It would be unfortunate if a short-term
quest for energy returned the world to the days in
which Africa was nothing more than a source of
primary commodities. Africans and their friends
abroad should resist the temptation to trade recent
tentative advances in pursuit of better governance
for money and a renewal of the exploitative rela-
tionships of the past. ■
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