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Party Politics and Economic Reform in Africa’s Democracies

In Party Politics and Economic Reform in Africa’s Democracies,
M. Anne Pitcher offers an engaging new theory to explain the different
trajectories of private sector development across contemporary Africa.
Pitcher argues that the outcomes of economic reforms depend not only
on the kinds of institutional arrangements adopted by states in order
to create or expand their private sectors but also on the nature of party
system competition and the quality of democracy in particular coun-
tries. To illustrate her claim, Pitcher draws on several original datasets
covering twenty-seven countries in Africa and detailed case studies of
the privatization process in Zambia, Mozambique, and South Africa.
This study underscores the importance of formal institutions and polit-
ical context to the design and outcome of economic policies in devel-
oping countries.

M. Anne Pitcher is professor of political science and African studies
at the University of Michigan. She is the author of Transforming
Mozambique: The Politics of Privatization (Cambridge 2002) and
Politics in the Portuguese Empire: The State, Industry, and Cotton,
1926-1974 (1993). She co-edited African Postsocialisms with Kelly
Askew (2006), and her articles have appeared in Comparative Politics,
the Journal of Modern African Studies, African Studies Review, and
Politique Africaine, among other publications. In 2003-2004, she was
a Fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in
Washington, D.C. To explore patterns of political and economic reform
across Africa, she has conducted extensive research in Mozambique,
South Africa, Zambia, Angola, and Uganda.
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Understanding Institutional Development in Africa

An Introduction

For many countries in East and Central Europe, Latin America, and Asia, the
implementation of political and economic reforms over the last quarter century
has constituted a sharp break from the past. Words such as “transition,” “trans-
formation,” “schism,” and “shock therapy” suggest ruptures of momentous
proportions. Many countries have become democratic and adopted market
economies. Prices have increased; imports have risen. Workers, consumers, and
citizens now rely on blogs or newspapers, the ballot box, or street demonstra-
tions to demand secure jobs, free elections, or fair trade.

In Africa, no less than in the former Soviet Union or Latin America, political
and economic changes have been just as transformative. Many African gov-
ernments now practice some form of democratic electoral politics and many
citizens enjoy basic political rights and civil liberties that were denied to them
just twenty years ago. To varying degrees, countries have also liberalized trade,
set up investment centers, established stock markets, and passed privatization
laws. Governments in Mali and Uganda have sold their parastatals to foreign
and domestic investors. Malls, fast food restaurants, and cafes selling flavored
coffees have sprouted up from Kampala to Cape Town. A dizzying array of
consumer goods are hawked on the streets of Lagos or displayed in upscale
shops in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg.

Asin Europe or Latin America, transition in Africa has come with costs. Fraud
and violence have marred elections in Kenya, Madagascar, and Zimbabwe;
citizens in Senegal and Mozambique are less enthusiastic about democ-
racy today than they were just a few years ago." Political parties are poorly

' Afrobarometer Survey Findings, “Summary of Results, Round 3 Afrobarometer Survey in
Senegal, 2005™ and “Summary of Results, Round 3 Afrobarometer Survey in Mozambique,
2005,” question 47; “2008 Round 4 Afrobarometer Survey in Senegal™ and “2008 Round 4
Afrobarometer Survey in Mozambique,” question 43, compiled by Michigan State University,
accessed 9/7/2010, http://www.afrobarometer.org.



2 Party Politics and Economic Reform

organized in many countries, and many of them prefer to rely on patronage
or threats instead of programmatic manifestos to gain votes. Furthermore, the
shift to market economies has produced rising inequality, a decline in formal
sector employment, and increased casualization of the workforce. In Mali,
Madagascar, Mozambique, Niger, and Zambia, more than half the population
lives below the poverty line: formal sector employment now constitutes a mere
fraction of total employment in these countries. Even in South Africa, which
is routinely cited as the most developed country south of the Sahara, nearly
half of the economically active population is un- or underemployed. Like their
counterparts elsewhere, citizens across Africa have thus demanded better rep-
resentation and greater equity. Facing rising prices for basic amenities such as
food, water, and electricity coupled with bleak prospects for a stable and sus-
tainable income, they have used the available political space to articulate and
advance their interests.

Although countries in Africa have experienced changes as profound as those
in Latin America or East Central Europe, the scholarly literature on political
and economic transition has treated the changes in Africa unevenly. As the
book will discuss, African countries are well represented in studies that explore
why transitions to democracy have occurred; whether democracy is likely to
become institutionalized; how varied patterns of democracy have been; and
what types of political parties exist. However, theoretical and comparative
work on the development of economic institutions or the relationship between
political and economic reforms in Africa has been limited. Whereas in Latin
America and East Central Europe, scholars have asked how formal and infor-
mal institutional arrangements shape the economic preferences of individual
and collective players, what credible commitments look like and how they are
made, and why some governments stick to the rules while others abuse their
discretionary authority, most of these questions remain unanswered and under-
theorized in the literature on Africa.

This book contributes to comparative scholarship on transitions by examin-
ing how new formal institutions and fluctuating political dynamics have inter-
acted to shape the process of economic reform in African countries over the last
two decades. Focusing specifically on privatization — one of the most controver-
sial and far-reaching of the economic reforms adopted by transitional, devel-
oping countries — I discuss the institutional arrangements enacted by African
governments in order to create or expand their private sectors. Tracking their
development over time, I assess the effectiveness of new institutions alongside
continued uses of discretionary power by the state. Further, I explore the dis-
tributional conflicts triggered by the implementation of privatization and how
democratic governments have resolved them. I demonstrate that differences in
the quality of democracy and the nature of the party system combined to influ-
ence divergent trajectories of institutional development in Africa.

Briefly, my argument is the following. Much of the conventional wisdom on
the role of formal institutions in Africa claims that governments consistently



