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INTRODUCTION

Larry Diamond

Over the past two decades, sub-Saharan Africa (hereafter simply “Af-
rica”) has been partly transformed by the winds of democratic change.
In 1989, the year the Africa volume of Democracy in Developing Coun-
tries first appeared, there were only three countries in the region that
had sustained multiparty democracy for a significant stretch of time:
Botswana, the Gambia, and Mauritius, and the Gambia’s electoral re-
gime (which had known only one president for nearly thirty years) was
swept aside by a military coup in 1994." Most of that book had to be
devoted to explaining why the high hopes for democracy that attended
the popular movements for independence in the 1950s and 1960s had
crashed and burned, and why it had proven so difficult to develop and
sustain democracy subsequently.

Through the first three decades of Africa’s independence, the story was
one of repeated collapses of democracy in countries such as Ghana, Ni-
geria, and Sudan, and of the noteworthy variety of authoritarian regimes:
military, one-party, socialist, and personal dictatorships.? By comparison,
the controlled political pluralism of Senegal—which at the time was often
called “semidemocratic” but which would now be termed less charitably
“competitive authoritarian”—looked quite liberal. In fact, Senegal in the
1980s was one of the more democratic countries in Africa, even though
it was quite clearly not a democracy. The same was true for Zimbabwe,
which was sometimes mistakenly labeled a democracy in that period. In-
deed, back in the 1980s, democracies were so thin on the ground in Africa
that some observers tried to stretch the term to apply to the one-party
Kenyan and Tanzanian regimes, of which one could at least say that a
significant number of legislators lost their bids for reelection.

By the time the first edition of this book (much more limited in
scope) was published in 1999, the situation had changed dramatical-
ly.* In fact, it was the events of 1989—the fall of the Berlin Wall and
the implosion of the socialist model—that provided the catalyst. Two
events in February 1990—the seizure of governing power by civil so-
ciety from the one-party dictatorship of Mathieu Kérékou in Benin,
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and the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the African
National Congress in South Africa—marked the beginning of a “second
liberation™ in Africa (though as Crawford Young noted, it was actually
the third wave of efforts to inaugurate democracy in Africa).* Coinci-
dentally, in that same month, as South Africa was finally beginning to
turn away from repression and racial exclusion in favor of a negotiated
transition to democracy, the Constituent Assembly of Namibia (which
as South West Africa had been ruled for seven decades by the white
minority regime in South Africa) approved a liberal-democratic con-
stitution under which the country gained independence the following
month. Nearly two decades later, Benin, Namibia, and South Africa all
remain comparatively stable and free democracies.

The democratic wave of the 1990s left few African states untouched.
As Michael Bratton noted in the first edition of this book, by 1997’s end
only four of sub-Saharan Africa’s four-dozen states had failed to hold
a competitive multiparty national election.® Two of those four, Nigeria
and Zaire (later redubbed the Democratic Republic of Congo or DRC),
did so in 1999 and 2006, respectively. This left Somalia and Swaziland
as the only holdouts. Of course, as the essays in this volume (and those
in our first edition) note, many of Africa’s new competitive elections
were deeply flawed and even blatantly rigged. But the mere fact that
dictators felt compelled to legalize opposition parties and permit at least
a semblance of multiparty competition represented a sea change in the
postindependence politics of Africa. Moreover, as Staffan Lindberg has
shown, repeated competitive elections in Africa improved democracy’s
prospects even when the electoral process was less than free and fair.
Even flawed elections worked as a force for democracy, Lindberg ar-
gues, by extending the scope for freedom, enhancing democratic values
and awareness among citizens, and stimulating the growth of civic orga-
nizations and independent media organs.®

At the time of this writing in late 2009, a glance at Africa’s political
landscape brings to view both democracy on the march and democracy in
retreat. On the hopeful side, there are three more electoral democracies in
Africa (making a current total of twenty) than there were when the first
edition of this book was published a decade ago. Levels of freedom have
also continued to improve. Back in 1974, the average score on political
rights and civil liberties across Africa was 5.5 on the Freedom House
scale (where a score of 1 indicates most free and 7 most repressive). By
2000, that score had improved substantially to 4.4, and eight years later it
had further improved to 4.2. Moreover, democracy has either held its own
or improved in a number of African countries, as symbolized by the sec-
ond alternation of power in Ghana at the end of 2008, following a closely
fought presidential election. Ghana is one of eight African countries whose
scores on political rights and civil liberties identify them as relatively lib-
eral democracies (see Table on page xxvi). Perhaps most remarkable is



Introduction Xi

the continuation of democracy in Sierra Leone and Liberia despite the im-
mense devastation—physical, political, and psychological—wrought by
brutal civil wars in those small West African countries.

Recent years, however, have also seen negative trends, including five
outright reversals of democracy. In Nigeria and Kenya, ruling parties have
brazenly rigged national elections—in the latter case plunging the coun-
try into paroxysms of postelectoral violence. Similarly, democracy was
strangled in 2009 by the elected president in Niger, Mamadou Tandja,
when he shut down parliament and arrested political opponents in order
to extend his term in office. A military coup overthrew a weak, fledgling
democracy in Mauritania, while a military-backed popular rebellion dis-
placed an elected government in Madagascar. And in many more African
countries that are classified by Freedom House as electoral democracies,
the electoral playing field is so tilted and civil liberties are so severely
restricted that the accuracy of the “democratic” label falls into question.
Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way argue that the systematic electoral ad-
vantages in access to resources and the mass media enjoyed by ruling
parties in Botswana, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Senegal, and
Zambia mean that all are misclassified when referred to as democracies.’
Although most moderately knowledgeable observers of African politics
and development would be surprised to learn that Botswana is not a de-
mocracy, that is in fact what Kenneth Good suggests in his chapter here,
which documents a striking deterioration in civil liberties and the rule of
law in that country. If we were to eliminate from the “democratic” cat-
egory all the regimes that Levitsky and Way regard as examples of com-
petitive authoritarianism, the share of regimes in Africa that are rightly
classed as belonging to the ranks of the world’s democracies would fall
from 42 percent to barely a quarter.

Even if we hold to the classification scheme in the Table, many Afri-
can democracies are of low quality, with political competition, freedom,
and the rule of law all degraded by widespread corruption and clientelism
as well as the underlying syndrome of “big man” politics. Comparative
experience from around the globe tells us that unless effective institutions
arise to bring these problems gradually under control, democracies will
remain fragile and liable to reversal, whether by soldiers, ruling parties,
or presidents themselves. Although conditions placed on aid by the es-
tablished democracies as well as international pressures of a more gen-
eral sort do tend to limit the scope for blatant authoritarian reversals—as
evidenced in the virtual disappearance of formal military rule as a regime
type in Africa—such restraining factors are far less effective at discourag-
ing even slightly subtler manipulations of the democratic form. Moreover,
as Richard Joseph notes in our opening chapter, the arrival of China as
a major aid donor, investor, and geopolitical player in Africa has given
a new lease on life to authoritarian regimes that now have in Beijing an
alternative political patron whom they can play off against the West.
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Thus, two decades after competitive politics swept the continent, Af-
rica witnesses contradictory political trends: democratic progress and
retreat. As we see in the pages that follow, there are important (and, for
Africa, historic) positive trends. As Daniel Posner and Daniel Young
show in chapter 5, Africa’s politics have grown less violent and more
institutionalized since 1990, with elections becoming a much more fre-
quent vehicle for changes of government, and more presidents abiding
by term limits than eviscerating them. Even where elections remain un-
fair and rulers abusive, African civil societies are becoming more vigor-
ous, experienced, and committed to democratic norms, challenging con-
stitutional violations and demanding political accountability. Perhaps
most significant, as Michael Bratton shows in chapter 9, a large share of
the citizenry in country after country across Africa has come to demand
democracy. Moreover, about half of all Africans surveyed also reject
all feasible authoritarian options. The problem is that these democratic
citizens quite correctly perceive their respective governments’ failures
to supply as much democracy as the people want.

A “Frontier” and Its Discontents

In the opening essay to this volume, Richard Joseph sets the tone for
many of our contributors by depicting sub-Saharan Africa as a “fron-
tier” region. Despite centuries of contact with the more developed world,
Africa still features not only the great opportunities of a newly “discov-
ered” region, but also the very considerable risks. Africa is attracting
growing equity investment, heightened economic interest from China,
and global capital institutions seeking to foster entrepreneurship in hopes
of generating new wealth. On the side of the ledger where risks are tal-
lied, however, appear many factors that give investors and other observ-
ers pause. The ongoing tension in African nations between personal rule
and democracy—IJoseph calls this a “struggle between two rival types
of institutions”—has left the continent in a state of uncertainty. A few
promising exceptions aside, Joseph (like a number of our other contribu-
tors) sees personal rule as a lurking danger that lies perennially in wait
for nearly all African regimes. Although Joseph notes some encouraging
trends toward more respect for the rule of law, he concludes that “the
struggle to cross the frontier from personal rule to rule-based governance
is still far from over in much of Africa.” Then too, even in Africa’s more
successful democracies, the threat posed by corruption looms large. The
firm consolidation of democracy’s key institutional bulwarks—reliable
electoral systems, a free press, an independent judiciary, strong legis-
latures, and a vibrant civil society—continues to prove elusive across
much of the continent. Yet Joseph remains confident that these very in-
stitutions, helped by donors and aided by new technologies and advances
in communication, may yet blossom even under harsh conditions.
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In chapter 2, H. Kwasi Prempeh cautions that despite some evidence
of increased checks on the executive (for instance, 33 African states
now have presidential term limits), Africa’s imperial presidencies sur-
vive, “term-limited but not tamed.” Though conditions “on the ground”
may appear less repressive, “power in the African state . . . continues
to rest with the president.” More often than not, the president, not the
legislature, introduces new laws simply by proclamation. This system,
once defended by many observers as necessary in postcolonial nations
beset by ethnic or regional tensions, has nevertheless been a failure,
and resulted in “strong presidents atop weak states.” Yet paradoxically,
even those who have dared to challenge the continent’s strong presidents
have made few true changes. Instead of reforming the system, challeng-
ers such as Zambia’s Frederick Chiluba have merely “re-formed” a new
authoritarian regime. The solution, Prempeh insists, lies only in the de-
velopment of stronger countervailing institutions, particularly legisla-
tures, to thwart presidential ambitions. While acknowledging the uphill
struggle for legislatures, weakened not only by traditions of deference
to the president but also by a lack of fiscal authority and rampant pa-
tronage and corruption, Prempeh recommends constitutional remedies.
With as much precision as possible, written constitutions must place
limits on cabinet posts, appointment criteria, and the prosecutorial pow-
ers of presidents. Additionally, urges Prempeh, political parties should
become more democratic with respect to their own internal procedures,
including their methods of nominating candidates for office. As for the
third branch of government, he points again to constitutional innova-
tions that will strengthen the judiciary as a means of Kicking the props
out from beneath the edifice of African authoritarianism.

If Africa’s legislatures are the best hope for providing the needed
check on Africa’s “big men,” it is worth examining those among the
continent’s lawmaking bodies that have become, in Joel Barkan’s words,
“significant institutions of countervailing power.” Looking at the track
record of six nations (Benin, Ghana, Kenya, Senegal, South Africa, and
Uganda), chapter 3 considers the future of legislatures in Africa. The
unique functions of any true legislature—representative decision mak-
ing, writing and passing laws, overseeing the executive branch, and
constituent service—are, at best, in tension with one another. In agrar-
ian and rural societies, the last function looms largest, because local
interests often determine whether a legislator is reelected. Hence Barkan
suggests changing the incentives facing African lawmakers so that they
spend more time on national and not just local questions. Years of one-
party rule have left most African legislatures hollow and dysfunctional.
Legislators too often seek office solely for power or patronage oppor-
tunities, or are so poorly paid that they become ripe for corruption. As
the rules in some countries have evolved toward allowing multiparty
competition and granting legislators adequate resources, “coalitions for
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change” have begun to emerge. These coalitions, comprising reformers
and opportunists alike, have begun to use technology and private-sector
entrepreneurial skills to alter the system. The goal is to make constitu-
tional changes that “tip the balance” away from the president toward a
more balanced government. Such gains as there have been on behalf of
this laudable effort have been uneven and highly qualified, however, as
well as limited thus far mostly to Kenya, South Africa, and Uganda.

Across Africa, the chief obstacle to an assertive parliament is a pow-
erful president. In chapter 4, Larry Diamond examines the ongoing pull
of two trends in African societies. One trend leads toward democrati-
zation, while the other points to personal rule. Although the number
of African democracies has risen dramatically in the past two decades,
only one of Africa’s larger countries (South Africa) is a democracy.
But if one considers how unlikely democracy had seemed in some of
the smaller, poorer nations, and in countries such as Burundi, where
violence had been rampant, even incremental progress can appear re-
markable. Despite its persistence in some states, one-party rule is on the
decline. Here Diamond credits international donors and African publics
with pushing for greater accountability in the form of free, regular, and
genuinely contested elections. Still more significant than elections, says
Diamond, are indicators that point to the growth of civil society. With
the help of foreign donors, Africa is developing a core of civic asso-
ciations that are not only helping their members to build the skills and
patience needed for democracy, but are also helping other associations
to advance the cause of democracy itself. Helped by digital and cel-
lular technology, independent media are emerging. Surveys show that
more Africans than ever want democracy and are willing to be patient
in awaiting its results.

Sadly, however, the glacial pace at which those results are arriving
may try that patience sorely. Surveys that measure the quality of gov-
ernance still put Africa (South Africa excepted) below even the Middle
East and South Asia. Despite appearances to the contrary, Africa’s neo-
patrimonial systems are alive and well, characterized by personalized,
unaccountable power concentrated in the executive. Several of Africa’s
“big men™ have been in power for decades. Only steady empowerment
of civil society will, over the long term, lead to the kind of countervail-
ing institutions that can sustain self-government. In this effort, Diamond
encourages international donors to provide support and encouragement
for these vital, though fledgling, institutions.

Since independence, democratic rules and institutions have often
been formally in place in Africa, but they have been largely ignored. In
chapter 5, Posner and Young cite the example of Nigeria’s recent denial
of a third term to President Olusegun Obasanjo as evidence that “the
formal rules of the game [in Africa] are beginning to matter.” These
rules have “displaced violence as the primary source of constraints on
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executive behavior.” Increasingly, it is not coups but elections or term
limits that have sent presidents packing. Posner and Young acknowl-
edge the corruption and violence that still too often surround African
elections, but they draw encouragement from evidence that these same
elections are becoming more intensely contested and harder to rig. The
new rules have not made it less likely that incumbents will win, but the
rules have made it more likely that incumbents will at least have to stand
the test of a fairly free election. When the end of their allotted two con-
secutive terms arrived, half the presidents in Posner and Young’s study
chose to step down, while the other half attempted to change the rules
to permit themselves another term. Some of them succeeded, including
Uganda’s Yoweri Museveni and the late Omar Bongo of Gabon, who
died of natural causes in mid-2009 while in the midst of his forty-second
straight year in office. Those who failed to overcome term limits in-
cluded Zambia’s President Chiluba as well as Bakili Muzuli of Malawi.
Thus, though the pattern of long-serving executives in Africa is alive
and well, the means of retaining executive power are clearly changing.

With the “big men” now holding power more or less “by the rules,”
can it be that the military coup is on the decline in Africa? John F. Clark
takes up this question in chapter 6. More pointedly, Clark asks, given
the powerful incentives for military leaders to seek political control by
violent means, why do coups not happen more often in many African
states? Clark ponders whether the apparent decline in military coups
since the 1990s is a function of a change in the external constraints on
military leaders, or should be ascribed instead to a change in the political
consciousness of the leaders themselves. His analysis leads him to em-
phasize the latter explanation. Drawing on Bratton and Nicolas van de
Walle’s work on democratic transitions and using Freedom House data,
Clark identifies a liberalization trajectory for 21 African states during
the 1990s and early 2000s. He then examines whether or not those states
experienced military interventions. Clark concludes that democratic le-
gitimacy makes military coups less likely, but by no means serves as
perfect insulation. Military coups appear likely “‘in states that start down
a path of liberalization but then give way to ‘democratic backsliding™”
(especially when they have a history of military rule). In seeking to im-
prove legitimacy, it is as important for regimes to make some economic
progress and retain public order as it is to hold free elections.

In chapter 7, Peter Lewis takes up the thorny problem of the relation-
ship between political reform and economic regeneration. Hopes that the
democratic revolutions in the 1990s would revive Africa’s economies
have so far been disappointed. Though some macroeconomic indicators
have been on the rise, most people in most countries have not seen their
own living standards improve. Examining the data, Lewis finds some
evidence that, over the past decade, Africa’s democracies have recorded
faster economic growth than their autocratic neighbors. He notes as well
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that “Africa’s democracies attain better Human Development scores
than the region’s nondemocratic countries.” This advantage erodes when
looking at change over time, however, and his key finding emphasizes
“the limited progress in popular welfare among all African countries.”
Sounding a common theme of this book, Lewis stresses that the depth
of democracy matters. Nations that combine democratic forms with an
everyday political mire of neopatrimonialism have little incentive to im-
prove the lot of individual citizens. In particular, when the ruling party
stays in power over many legislative terms—as has been the case in
Nigeria, South Africa, and Tanzania, for example—the opposition can
do little to change deep-seated patterns of clientelism. The weakness of
both civil society and the state and the pervasiveness of corruption also
impede progress. Africa, Lewis concludes, needs better-trained gov-
ernment leaders who care more about reform, stronger oppositions and
civic organizations, and more effective corruption-fighting institutions.
Still, Lewis cites the Afrobarometer measures of citizen patience, both
with democracy and with sluggish economic improvements, as hopeful
signs that Africans will not turn away from democracy.

Democracy, one could say, is still making its own case on the Afri-
can continent. In chapter 8, Michael Bratton addresses the success of
that case as measured through the public-opinion polling data compiled
by the Afrobarometer. His aim is to determine whether it is the formal
(legal and constitutional) or the informal (actual power relations as ex-
perienced by most citizens) institutions that most shape the perception
of democracy. Chief among the informal institutions in Africa are the
classic three pillars of neopatrimonial rule: corruption, clientelism, and
presidentialism. Bratton acknowledges that both formal and informal
institutions shape the people’s outlook toward political matters, but he
asks which matters more to most people.

The Afrobarometer data show that the proportion of Africans who
favor democracy is growing. In countries where elections have brought
about a change in the ruling group (Ghana, Kenya, and Senegal), sup-
port is the highest, but overall 62 percent of Africans prefer democracy
to any other kind of government, and nearly 75 percent reject military
rule. Slightly more than half reject all three authoritarian alternatives
when these are put to them. The survey shows, promisingly, that most
Africans are willing to accept democracy even with some flaws, though
in most of the surveys the share of citizens who profess themselves
satisfied with the way that democracy works in their own country has
been declining. Democracy as an idea is doing well in Africa—there is
sufficient demand; it is the supply that remains uncertain. Although an
overwhelming majority of Africans prefer competitive elections, only
minorities believe that elections will actually remove leaders from of-
fice. Nigerians’ experience with President Obasanjo’s attempt to over-
throw term limits was so sour that their expressed unhappiness with
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democracy’s working in their country acted as a downward drag on the
whole continent’s average democratic-satisfaction score. Yet in nearby
(but much smaller) Ghana, an improving electoral commission has like-
wise made citizens feel more satisfied with their country’s democracy.
And Africans, the survey shows, are demanding more than free and fair
elections; they also want their leaders to be responsive to citizens’ needs
as well as accountable for both behavior in office and policy outcomes.
Corruption in particular is “clearly corrosive to democracy,” especially
when “political elites monopolize available resources.” Despite the un-
evenness of their experience, however, Africans still express hope for
the future of democracy in their own countries.

West Africa: Many Countries, Many Paths

The remainder of this volume examines the strengths and weaknesses
of democracy in individual countries, starting with those in West Africa.
In chapter 9, Rotimi Suberu takes up the troubling case of Nigeria and
its deeply flawed April 2007 national elections. Having failed to extend
his limited term of office, President Obasanjo tried other means to retain
power: first, by handpicking his party’s next candidate, the frail Umaru
Yar’Adua; by using police and security forces to intimidate the opposi-
tion; and then by politicizing the Independent National Election Com-
mission. Add armed party thugs to the police and security forces, and it
is hardly surprising that nearly three-hundred Nigerians lost their lives
to election-related violence. Suberu laments the corruption of the elec-
toral process and the missed opportunity that this represented for Nige-
ria, which had seen and encouraged elections in other African nations.
Echoing Peter Lewis, Suberu notes that despite rising national wealth
due to rising prices for petroleum exports, average Nigerians are still
very poor, and that this, coupled with disgust at the electoral process,
has somewhat soured the country on democracy. Although there are a
few bright spots—Ilocal elections that ended in wins for the opposition,
hope for judicial review of election travesties, and some evidence of
power-sharing—overall, this election was a setback not only for Nige-
ria but for the larger cause of democracy in Africa. Still, Suberu notes,
challenges to the election results have remained largely peaceful and
followed institutional channels, while the new president has at least said
all the right things about correcting the institutional side of the electoral
process. The hope is that legal and administrative reforms might make
this kind of electoral disaster less likely to happen again.

From Ghana, the news for democracy is more encouraging. In chap-
ter 10, E. Gyimah-Boadi recounts the December 2008 national elections
and the peaceful January 2009 handoff of power from defeated incum-
bents to a victorious opposition. The voting ushered in the second rota-
tion of power between ruling parties in eight years, thereby securing
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Ghana’s status as a beacon of democracy in Africa. But even in Ghana,
a smooth election cannot be taken for granted. Both the ruling New
Patriotic Party (NPP) and the opposition National Democratic Congress
(NDC) had their difficulties: The former appeared to many to be corrupt
and elitist, while the latter was hampered by a lackluster presidential
candidate and a lack of funds. The parties competed against each other
on a more or less level playing field, and by African standards this was
a contest of issues, not personalities, at least through the first round of
voting. Voter intimidation and outright violence marred the December
7 first round, however, and escalated in the second round three weeks
later. The tense days between the end of the voting and the announce-
ment of the results saw more violent clashes. In the end, the NPP’s Nana
Akufo-Addo conceded to the NDC’s John Atta Mills after an extremely
close race. Despite all the challenges they faced, the institutions in Gha-
na held up well. In contrast to Nigeria, it was the independence of the
Election Commission that saved the day. Ghana’s civil society also held
up well and was supported by the international community.

Gyimah-Boadi’s hope is that the 2008 election experience will spur
Ghana to redouble its efforts to build a truly democratic culture by so-
lidifying key institutions and closing gaps in accountability. Ghana’s
presidency is still too powerful an office, and as such remains too easily
subject to abuse for purposes of patronage and even outright corruption.
There are no regulations on campaign spending, and there is little or
no transparency in the management of public assets. Public support for
democracy remains very high, but a citizenry with poor civic education
is still too passive to participate fully in the political process. Gyimah-
Boadi cautions the new Mills administration to be mindful of the narrow
margin of its victory, which revealed a nearly evenly divided electorate,
and to work hard to calm the ethnic and regional tensions that lay be-
hind the razor-thin result. Lastly, the work of election administration too
needs ongoing attention, so that the democratic project begun in Ghana
may continue to grow.

One need look no further than Senegal for an example of a peaceful
transition away from one-party hegemony that has failed to deliver on
its promise. In chapter 11, Penda Mbow describes the disappointment
of international observers who had hoped that the 2000 victory of long-
time oppositionist Abdoulaye Wade, which marked the end of twenty
years in power for Abdou Diouf, would be a win for democracy as well.
Instead, Senegal has been slouching toward electoral authoritarianism.
Wade may have led the opposition for decades, but the political culture
that formed him was highly authoritarian, and he has held to that model.
Efforts to tame corruption and reform the constitution have largely been
symbolic. Wade has manipulated various sources of social influence—
labor unions, women’s organizations, even religious leaders—to his ad-
vantage. He has discouraged what secularism there was in Senegal, and
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has exaggerated the religious divisions among the largely Sunni Muslim
population. Mbow contends that these efforts “hold back the deepen-
ing of democracy” by encouraging a heightened religious identity at
the expense of citizenship. The deterioration is accelerated by the usual
autocratic efforts to weaken civil society, erode civil liberties, constrain
the press, corrupt the judiciary, concentrate power in the executive, grab
state assets, and coopt or punish opposition. Increasingly, the defeat of
Diouf’s Socialist Party in 2000 appears not as a genuine political break-
through to a new type of regime, but a blip on the radar screen, trading
one version of single-party hegemony for another, and this time with
a hereditary succession looming as the President Wade’s son, Karim,
amasses ever more power and resources.

In Sierra Leone, by contrast, a once nearly hopeless situation of civil
war and political collapse has been transformed, giving that benighted
country a new opportunity for democracy, stability, and decent gover-
nance. In chapter 12, Christopher Wyrod calls the 2007 vote in Sierra
Leone “the freest and most participatory in its history,” generating a
remarkable number of candidates and impressive voter turnout. A lesson
for the rest of Africa may be gleaned from the fact that, after problems
with interim elections in 2004, a new and independent National Election
Commission was established. By 2007, with UN peacekeepers gone,
Sierra Leone ran its own electoral process, redrew district borders, and
moved from a proportional to a single-member system. The number of
splinter parties fell. In the end, a free and lawful transition saw power
pass in orderly fashion from one set of elected civilian leaders to an-
other.

Important challenges linger, of course. First among them is corrup-
tion. Sierra Leone remains the world’s poorest country, and many of
its new leaders have corrupt pasts. President Ernest Bai Koroma has
pledged a zero-tolerance policy, but it remains to be seen if he will ap-
ply this policy evenly or use it only to punish political opponents. Sec-
ond, with the national courts still clogged with war-crimes cases and
the lower courts in the pockets of local chiefs, access to justice remains
unavailable to most citizens. Third, there is little effective press free-
dom. Unless these grievances are addressed, Sierra Leone may relapse
into violence. Thus Wyrod urges that the 2007 election be seen as “a
foundation upon which to build, rather than as a set of laurels on which
to rest.”

The turnaround from bloody conflict to fledgling democracy is perhaps
even more extraordinary in Liberia, as Dave Peterson explains in chap-
ter 13. When long-dormant ethnic tensions erupted into civil war in the
1990s, it took international intervention, in the form of a UN-sponsored
transitional government and elections, to bring peace back to Liberia. To-
day, thanks in part to continued international support, Liberia has a freely
elected president, a fairly healthy legislature, and a high degree of trans-
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parency in its press and civil society. In fact, Peterson sees the country’s
well-developed civil society, containing some civic institutions that are
over a century old, as one of its greatest hopes. Still, Peterson warns of
problems ahead. Though there are many institutions in Liberia that work
hard to expose and contain corruption, Liberia still ranks alarmingly high
on international measures of corruption. The judiciary’s chronic weakness
compounds this problem. Economic development has also been slow to
recover from the civil war, though a fairly robust unofficial economy may
mean that ordinary Liberians are doing better than official statistics re-
veal. Finally, many Liberians (and sympathetic outside observers) under-
standably worry about the country’s capacity to sustain political stability
and more responsible governance once the intense interest and support of
international donors begins to wane.

East Africa: Forms Without Substance?

Section III examines the emergent democracies of East Africa, begin-
ning with the troubling case of Kenya. As Michael Chege recounts in
chapter 14, Kenyans in 2003 appeared to be getting off to a strong start
at building democracy. Moving from a Freedom House ranking of Not
Free in 1989 to a reformist, coalition-led government following the break-
through elections of December 2002, Kenya showed signs of political and
economic recovery. Yet political reform failed to keep pace with even the
modest economic progress that was improving the material lot of aver-
age Kenyans. The coalition government’s signal failure was its lack of
progress at the task of reining in Kenya’s infamous levels of corruption.
Constitutional struggles in 2005 exacerbated old ethnic rivalries, which
reappeared during the 2007 campaign with the opposition Orange Demo-
cratic Movement (ODM) adopting the slogan “forty-one tribes against
one.” Although other issues emerged, ethnic tensions simmered just be-
low the surface of the campaigns run by both the ODM and its rival, the
ruling Party of National Unity (PNU). Although election day at year’s end
went fairly smoothly, the hasty announcement of results—and the convic-
tion on the part of oppositionists that their candidate had been cheated of
victory—touched off an explosion of intense riots followed by bloody re-
prisals. Kenyan leaders averted what could have been even more horrific
levels of ethnic violence by quickly negotiating a peace formula, which
ushered in a coalition government to share power among parties and eth-
nic groups. Chege takes note of this, but also insists that if the country
wishes to avoid renewed strife in 2012, it will need to make deeper in-
stitutional reforms. In particular, Kenya needs constitutional changes to
insulate and improve the electoral commission, decentralize power, better
protect individual rights, and move from a purely majoritarian electoral
system to a partially proportional one.

As Maina Kiai explains in chapter 15, Kenya’s 2007 postelection



