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Structure, Agency and Political
Liberalisation in Africa

Edmond J. Keller*

Abstract

The purpose of this essay is 10 suggest an empirically based model 10 be used as
a framework for analysis in studying contemporary political transitions in Africa,
The discussion is founded on the leading assumption that the faciors which
catalyse regime transformasion are fundamentally the same irrespective of the
direction of change: social crisis intersects with structural conditions and particy-
iar pasterns of human relationships resulting in a type of change which s
conditioned by political culture and the weight of history. Democratisation isonly
one form of regime change. The paper concludes that while there may be ample
evidence that significant political liberalisarion has taken place, itis not appropri.
aieto celebrase the “flowering of democracy ™ per se; for the processisoftenin the
direction of “pucted democracy” as opposed to “liberal democracy”.

For almost a decade, Africa has been involved in what many observers believe is
a veritable “democratic revolution.” [Diamond, 1988). Throughout the continent,
anthoritarian regimes have recently crumbied or been pressured into liberalising
their politics as well as their economies. These developments have attracted a great
deal of scholarly auention. On the one hand, there are those who have chosen o
focus on the concept of democracy itself, as the most appropriate unit of analysis,
[Diamond Ibid.; Ronen, 1988; Wiseman 1990; Oyugi 1987, Kpunden 1992],
Others concentrate on various institutions such as the one-party system, types of
clectoral systems, national elections or popular movements and their relationship
to the advancement of democracy. [Meyns and Nabudere 1989, Hayward 1987;
Anyang’ Nyongo 1987; Reynolds 1994; Horowitz 1991). Still others focus on
democracy only indirectly, preferring o cast their analysis in terms of what they
perceive tobe amore neutral and all encompassing concept, “govemance”. [Hyden
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& Bratton 1991; Canter Center 1989, 1990; Wunsch and Olowu 1990). What secms
10 be missing in the burgeoning literature on democracy as well as govermance is
an appreciation for the dynamics of change; bow and why it is initiated and what
factors Jead to particular outcomes and not to others. _

The purpose of this essay is (o suggest an empirically based model (0 be used
as a framework for analysis in studying contemporary political transitions in
Africa. The discussion is founded on the leading assumption that the factors which
catalyse regime transformation are fundamentally the same imespective of the
direction of change. Democratisation is only one form of regime uransformation.
The trend toward democratisation is nothing more than an artifact of the historical
moment, and could well be reversed. However, the types of factors that stimulate
change in one direction or the other are fundamentally the same; social crises
intersect with structural conditions and particular paltems of human relationships
resulting in a type of change which is conditioned by political culture and the
weight of history. In other words, at a very fundamental level the same types of
factors influence change from authoritarianism to democracy as the reverse. This
can be shown in a descriplive model that represents a framework for analysing
regime transformation. Before I Hexh out that model, let me wrn briefly to some
definitional issues.

Key Concepts
Four concepts would be useful in interpreting this framework: liberalisation;
democratisation; democracy; and civil sociely.

Liberalisation
Scholars generally agree that nonmally the roue 1o democracy is a gradual, staged
process, rather than being abrupt and Jdramatic. However, there is no number of
stages in the process that are commonly agreed upon, Schmitter and O Donnell
suggest two broad phases leading 1o democralic oulcomes: liberalisation and
democratisation. The movement from authorizirianism o Jiberalisation t democ-
racy is punctuated by different benchunarks in the wansition process. Schmitier and
(’Donnell refer 10 transition as the inerval between one political regime and
another, [OFDoancll and Schmitier 1989: 6]. The onset of the transition from
authoritanianism is highly uncertain, but dmaster symptom is when the incunbent
regime appears (o0 be weakening or crumbling and its ideology and policies are
being seriousty called into gquestion. Leaders themselves may set this process in
motion by engaging in liberalisation policies. [Bration 1994; Przeworski 1988).
Liberalisation refers to a combination of Jooscened restrictions and expanded
individual and group rights. When imnsition ioward democratisation sets in, it
triggers a number of oflen unintended consequences thal dictue the pattern and
crentol change. This liberidising irend can initially be manifested in the cconotnic
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ot political srcna of 2 combination of both. For example, religious organisations
and isbor unions wese instrumental in catalysing change in such disparate places
a8 Algesia, Kenya, Madagascar, Zambia and South Africa.

Dessocratisation
Degoctisation isvolves more than the mere extension of political rights. It also

mmhlmdmicdjmsionsmmmwaccordMgmdmmm
peocedures, The implementation of liberalisation policies can set the stage for
democratisation. For example, after the release of Nelson Mandela from prison in
lm.ﬂmmmsyaanbeganmemibitsignsofbomm
and potitical tibesulisation while walks proceeded on the establishment of 3
mu;mweddﬁmmhipﬁgmsfaan.Moaoﬂcn,then,ﬁbmnm
comes before democratisation; bowever, it is pot uncommon for the two stages
mmﬁwywmwmlwlmm-nmmamlh
bﬂdmmwiﬁcalﬁghumdﬁwdumwmexmdedmg
mﬁmﬁammbeingmadefortheimplcmtaﬁmofampeﬁﬁu
mmmﬁmmep:inciplesoflihualmm.

Ata fundsmental level, democratisation generally refers to the development of
more egalitarian social relations and the elimination of autocratic authority
strctures, The state lessens its economic involvement, and economic policies tha
are more sespectful of workers are introduced. This process is facilitated when
grassroots, Bon-governmental, now-partisan, social, economic and political asso-
cistions are allowed (0 flourish. As a consequence, citizens acquire the habits of
duoaﬁcwdap‘imanddemmam leadership styles also develop. Such
widespread habitmation oward democratic values and procedures is essential if
democracy is wo stabilise at the national level. [Rustow 1970; Horowitz
opcit.: 282).

Democracy

How democracy is concepwalised varies from situation 0 situation; nowhere is
this more true than Africa. However, in almost all circumstances it is conceived i
involve the guarunsee of social justice, governmental accountability and buman
freedom. Former Nigerian head of state, Olusegun Obasanjo, has cogently speltow
what he believes (o be the minimum standards of democracy, “Periodic electionof
pﬁﬁwwmghlhemuhallm;popuhtpuﬁdpuﬁonouumu
the clection process; choice of programmes and personalities in the elections; s
orderly succession; opeaness of the society; an independent judiciary; freedom of
lhpul:;jhcludeﬁeedomo(owmuhip; instintional pluralism; a democratic
culture democratic spirit; and fundamental b i " i
089, 4] spiri uman rights.” [Obasanjo
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For the purposes of this discussion, when the term “democracy” is cmployed,
it refers (o a form of liberal democracy. This involves the procedural minimum of
contestation over political office as well as policy choices; popular participatioo in
elections and other aspects of political decision-making; and the accountability of
elected public officials according 10 the rule of law. All of this must take place
within a culture in which fundamental human rights and political freedoms are
guaranteed. To this inventory shoukd be added military accountability o civilian
authority. This is a requirement that has heen suggested by Terry Karl based upon
her work in Latin America, and it seems apt 10 Africa as well. [Karl 1990: 2). In
Africa, the military has demonstrated that it is not adverse o stepping into the
political arena whenever the politicians “mess up.”

Liberal democracy can be conceived as an ideal type, found in its purest form
not even in one society. Political systems may more or less approximate this
idealised form. Moreover, democracy in practice tends 10 have its shoncomings.
For example, in most iiberal democracies common citizens are far removed from
the levers of governmental power, and in realily policy decisions are the domain
of a select group of elites. Also, in situations where there exist a majoritarian form
of democracy, it is not uncommon for the rights of minorities to be ignored. Inorder
for liberal democracy 10 approximate its ideal, political elites must be commitied
to more than the achievement of the procedural minimum. They also must be
commitied to social justice and the upholding of human and political rights for all.
Noting what he contends are the limits of liberal democracy, Sklar describes libesal
democracy as “democracy with tears™; and, he favors a hybrid, developmental
democracy, “democracy withoul tears™ composed of democratic procedures and a
strong commitment to equalily and social justice. [Sklar 1989: 271,

Civil Society

The term civil society is ofien vsed to refer 10 autonomous organised groups bem
on challenging authoritarian regimes o ofen up the political system. In a seminal
article on this subject, Jean-Francois Bayart defines civil suciety as the political
space between the bouschold and the state. [Bayart [989). [tis outside the formal
political arenit. but it can be drawn in when there exist a political crisis, However,
as Callaghy has nowed, * . new o reinvigorated autonomous voluntary associa-
tions and socio-political movements do not necessarily a civil society make,”
[Callaghy 1994; 236]. Civil socicty is a sub-set of suciety writ-large, What delines
itis its agenda. Civil society is created when avlonomous associations adopt aml
actuponacivic agenda. These groups imay nothave been bom as civicorganisations,
but they are moved by ciccumstinces (o engage in politics. For example, both the
National Christian Council of Kenya and the Uganda Joim Christian Council are
primarily church-based organisations, but over the past decade they bave devel-
oped politicid wings that make them signilican players in the national politics ot
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those countrics.

The groupe that comprise civil society are usually intellectuals, artists, profes-
sionals such as kawyers and doctors, organised labor, church associations, women's
and stdent associstions. During the drive for independence, such groups provided
the support base for nationalist parties. Crawford Young suggests that based upon
the vitality of associational life in political matiers, the nationalist period could be
considered the “golden age” in tbe evolution of Africa’s civil society. [Young
1994; 38). After independence, autonomous Civic associations were cither co.
opted by mainstream political organisations or repressed by autocratic regimes,
and forced 0 bide their time, waiting for openings in the political opportunity
stroclure.

Sidney Tamow has noted that rational people do not confront strong opponents
whea they pesceive opportunities for their success (o be minimat, [Tarow 1995;
86]. However, when the risk of collective action appears (o have been significantly
reduced, social movements such as are represented in Civil society emerge
spontancously. This may occur when political leaders choose (0 voluntarily open
up the political system or when they are forced by circumstances to do so; when
shifis begin to occur in elite alignments; when an incumbent autocratic regime
begins to implode; or when extemal pressures are applied on incumbent regimes
to open up the political and/or economic systems.

. The first signs of a resurgent civil society began to appear in Africa at about the
time of the overthrow of the Jaffar Nimeiri regime in a popular uprising in 1985,
but it was not until about 1988 that there were clear manifestations of a genyine
social movement. Since then, African civil society has not only grown, it has also
changed, become emboldened, and focused on the spoils of national politics, In
many cases, it has been the decisive catalyst in regime change. [Bratton 1994: 51].

Many observers claim that a vibrant and mobilised civil society is the key 10 the
promation of democracy in Africa. However, a few words of caution are in order.
Firet, rarely is civil society a coberent and cobesive mass movement with a clear
sense of its identity and whose members share a common sense of their objectives,
Instcad, civil society is ofien comprised of a lose collection of groups with a
vaguely defined common objective that often amounts to no more than a desire o
oust comupt or incompetent political regimes. Second, and related to this is thay
civil society is epbemeral. It is brought into existence by political crisis, and co-
opied by more instimtionalised political forces such as old-line politicians opposed
to incumbent regimes. Bratton argues that:

... the role of civil society in polilical wansition is circumscribed o a short-
lived interlude: from the time immediately before the “opening” to the
convocation of competitive elections. It is during this period, which may
last months rather than years, that civil society is ascendant, in the sense thar
civic political actors are taking the initiatives that are driving forward
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political transition. {fbid.: 64).

Good examples of this could be seen in the case of Zambia and South Africa
where inthe late 1980 and early 1990°s a vibrant civil sociely was clearly manifest.
However, it faded from the scene as 300n as its issues were taken wp by formal
poﬁﬁcnlparﬁes.Tbepanmhasoonsistcnﬂybeenfarcivﬂwduyhmhb
hiding once victory has been secured or when defeat is certain, only coming omt
again when another crisis occurs that seems unmanageabie through pormel
poﬁ&calinsﬁmﬁons.Aﬂofmism(withsmdhlg.ina(hrww&
dymmicsof&echmgesmwtakhgplaoeinAﬁica,dﬁlmﬁﬂyhmhbem
into the equation. Given the right circumstances, civil society in motion can be
decisive in bringing about regime transformation,

Toward a Model of Regime Transformation in Africa

There is no specific theory of regime wransformation available t0 belp us uader-
stand the present process of change in Africa. In a large measure this is dve 10 the
fact that the process is highly uncertain, At the samne time, however, it would scem
possible, based on broad comparative evidence, 0 construct an analytical model
that illuminates what is now happening in Africa.

Structure and Change

The change from authoritarian rule towards democracy is not normally abrupt and
even. It is not like the “Big Bang™ hat instantaneously created the universe.
Instead, the process generally takes place in incremental stages. Objective condi-
tions and structural relationships at a particular point in time, along with a nation’s
particular political culture, set the parameters of change. [Preworski op cit.: 48).
‘These conditions might be found in the domestic or intemational environment of
both. For example, the position of African countries in the world economic syseem
has been declining since the oil crisis of the carly 1970s, and over the years, rather
than abate, the continent-wide economic crisis has decpened. The bigh price of
petroleun, coupled with declining commodity prices for the items produced in
many of Africa’s mono-crop economies, has had disastrous consequences. Unem-
nloyment, rising consumer prices and drastic declines in the purchasing power of
the average citizen are some of the manifestations of the domestic economic crisis
of governance,

Since the independence period, there have been two distinct phases of regime
transformation. The first occurred in the immediate post-independence period
when ascendant political leaders tended to tum o anthoritarian practices in an
effort to enhance their political control and governimental effectiveness. Many of
them argued that long-term development could only be achieved if society was
disciplined, In an effort to impose this disciptine, some used raw force in the form
of military rule; others governed through de jure or de facto single party mecha-
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. i F was often used to rationalise statist rule. For
mss hmﬂm z‘:m of African socialism were used tf)just'ify the one-party
system and 10 exhort the populace to be willing to mﬁoe in I.hc'm(eresfof
development and national unity. In other places, Afro-marxism laid the ideological
foundation for authoritarian rule.

Ovathefuuaevaﬂldecadesofthemdependenoeem,moslﬂﬁcanlmders
seemed more concerned with assesting their power, authority and hegemony over
their subjects than with enhancing theif Jegitimacy. In a context where there were
few political and ecOROMIC FESOUTCES that could allow leaders o purchase legi-
m’mmymfmmemtouyandeswbhshmesecunty,ommm
antonomy of their regimes. Consequently, in many places, politics as well as
economics came (o be tightly controlled by the state, and the state class - ruling
political awborities, the central bureaucracy and its regional functionaries, the op
echelons of the military and members of the dominant political party, where it
exists, was shielded from popular demands for public accountability. In this
situation, corruption and prebendalism became the order of the day. Politics
became more like economics, as the surest roule 1 economic power was political

wer.
poA common practice was for potential opponents of the state 1o be co-opted
into the state class and allowed 10 enrich themselves through public
office. Consequently, African public bureaucracies grew much larger than
was necessary, and bureaucratic corruption and inefficiency predominated,
Over the last decade, this patiern has caused strains in the relationships between
African governments and bilateral and multi-lateral aid agencies. For example,
tbe World Bank and the IMF have exerted considerable pressure on prospeclive
aid recipient countries 10 trim the size of their public bureaucracies, and to
abandon their siatist economic strategies. [Gordon 1993: 90-129]. Effons
to implement struciural adjustment measures have caused further sirains
in the domestic economies of Aftican countries, and this has had a ripple
effect in many places, exposing the political failings of regimes. In some
places, strains grew into crises, and this provided at least one spark W ignie
popular discontent, and calls for demaocratisation. T shall rturn © this poing
below.

Authoritarianism only masked the weakness of African regimes that did
not have the capacities (o adequately cope with the uncertaintics of change,
‘and lacked the moral authoritly Lo ¢nsure, on a consistent basis, citizen
compliance with rules, regulations and policies. Structural constraings
were manifested in such ever-present threats to political stability as politicised
ethnicity, regionalism, sectarianism, persistent poverty, undesdevelopment,
inequality and class contlict, all combincd with ¢xogenous structural Lactors
such as world-wide economic conditions, shilts in the relationships between
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donor and recipient countries, the end of the Cold War, and the contagious
effects of changes taking place in other parts of the world, 40 creste favourahle
structural conditions for the most recent wave of political transitions.

Agency and Change

As important as structural vasiables are, they alone cannol trigger the process of
regime change. Hunan actions are essential before change is actually initisted.
This might involve governing of non-goveming elites, or it might involve factions
within the regime as well as groups outside of it. What is crucial is the perception
on the part of individuals and groups about the opportunities and constraints
presented by particular structural patterns. In other words, how individuals and
groups perceive the opportunity structures they confront st a given historical
moment sérves 10 catalyse the change process.

In some cases incidents of mass social mobilisation bave a contagious effect.
For instance, groups in one country might simply be inspired by the successful
political mobilisation of similar groups in other countries. Most often, bowever,
groups become emboldened when they perceive that the risks of collective action
are less than they had been in the past, and at the same time, they feel that prospect
forsuch activities yielding a desired outcome are improved. For exampie, when the
incumbent regime Joses its cobesion or is otherwise weakened, this may scad &
signal to potential oppouents of the regime thatthey can form an alliance with “soft-
liners” in the government, and thereby undermine suthoritarian rule. Similar
developments in 1990-91 led to the marginalisation and eventual ouster of the
Kerekou regime in Benin, and the Sasso-Nguesso regime in the Congo; and, to the
dramatic, if temporary, loss of suthority around the same time of the regime of
Mobut Sese Seko in Zaire,
opposition groups be disorganised or misread the situation, their movements could
fail to achieve their objectives. Opposition groups must not only be well-organised,
and focused, they must correctly perceive when the opportunity structure is open.
For example, in the summer of 1991, the Iskamic Salvation Front (FIS] i Algeria,
ied by Abassi Madani and his deputy Ali Belhadj, perceived itself strong enough
10 force the hand of the government of President Chadli Benjedid, which had on
its own initiated a liberalisation process in 1988. The FIS accused the government
of aempting to rig upcoming multi-party parliamentacy elections, and took to the
streets in violent protest. The regime, however, was determined 0 take a cautious
and measured approach to political liberalisation, and when the protest mmed
violent, the government was quick (0 suppress the movement and to deal with its
leaders harshly. Moderates within the FIS accused Madani and Belhadj of baving
unnecessarily turned to violence. [Tbrahim 1991},
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In Kenya ia 1990, calls for the reintroduction of a multi-party system not only
by disgrunted political opponents of President Danicl arap Moi, but also by
osganised groups such as lawyers, students, intellectuals, and church leaders wag
greeted with political murders, unlawful imprisonments, and only a promise to try
and make the only legal party, the Kenya African National Union, work better.
[HiMzik 1990). Within less than a year, however, a combination of pressures from
within and without forced Moi to agree to areturn 10 multipastyism. The Paris Club
came to require political tiberalisation as a precondition for foreign assistance, and
tbe United Staes Ambassador, Smith Hempstone, led a personal crusade in
supportof Kenya’s civil society. The result was multi-party elections in December
1992. However, the opposition proved to be oo divided to be able to signal the
death knetl of the Moi regime, Accordingly, the regime could continue 1o strycture
political cutcomes in its favour.

By contrast, in Ghana (1969 and 1979), Sudan (1964 and 1985], and Benig
(1990-91), popular movements and the recognition on the part of the politica)
leadership that they were incompetent as managers, forced authoritarian regimes
outand replaced them with civilian regimes through multi-party elections. (Chazan
1988; 102; Woodward 1989; Neavoll 1991:'30-42).

Authoritarian regimes do not have (0 possess legitimacy to survive. They
merely have to be cohesive, and able to rely upon the loyalty of a capable
subservient military. When a regime becomes weakened for whatever reason, iy
has the option of either considering liberalising its policies or “digginginitsheels,”
and responding to popular protest with repression. In other words, the perceptions
and actions of governing elites are crucial in determining the rate and patiem of
political transition. Indeed, statecrafl could be used Lo preempl of neutralise even
a highly mobilised civil society. For example, in Ghana, Head of Sute, Fligh
Liewenant Jerry Rawlings in the early 1990°s resisted calls for a rapid retum 1,
multi-partyism, insisting that he would not be forced into a chaotic democratisation
process al the expense of Ghana's resurgent economic progress. He was deter
mined to have a say as to how Ghana once again traversed the road 1 demacracy !
In such divergent places as Guinea-Bissau, Madagascar, Gabon, Burkina Faso,
Angola and Mozambique, political leaders in the early 1990's auempied, wih
varying degrees of success, 10 rush lo the head of the democralisation movement,
in the hope of not only preserving their own place in history, but also in an cifon
to protect their own class interesi.

Huntinglon has argued that one of the defining features of what be calls The
Third Wave of Democratisation [llumtington 1991; 85-100] is the profouny
influence of governments andl institutions external 10 a given country in support of
democratisation. Notonly was externil pressure instrumental in pushing the Sovieg
Union to liberalise its politics; Huntington also credits the U 8. with a key role in

dismanuling apartheid in South Africa. Despise the decisive potential of pressures
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for democratisation emanating from outside a country, such pressures will only
havelhedesiredeﬁectwhenlheexlenmlacmbmmkwageowmemy
in question. As is demonstrated by the ability of Mobutu in Zaire, Eyadema in
Togo, Bashir in Sudan, and Abacha in Nigeria, o cling to power in spiwe of
considerable pressures being exercised by the intlemational community, without
real leverage exiemnal pressures will not matter all that much. As long as deser-
mined antocrats are able to maintain their core base of support and the internal
cohesion of the regime they are likely to be able 1o resist or finesse those who wish
for a speedy and compiete turn to democracy. For example, despite having secured
muld-party elections, opposition parties, even with support from influential
extemnal actors, have been unable (o guarantee democracy for Kenya.

In November 1994, the government of President Omar Bongo and Gabonese
opposition groups signed, with the blessing of the French govemment, the “Puris
Accords.” This was an agreement which, in principle, committed ‘Boago 0
establishing an independent electoral council to prepare the way for democratic
elections. However, as a delaying tactic, Bongo proposed a referendum ou the
Accords. Critics contended that no referendum: was needed since the Presidentcan
enact the Accords by decree. Since 1990, Bongo has been employing his consid-
erable political acumen to delay democratisation while publicly professing to be
its staunchest advocate.

Civil society, or for that matter mainstream opposition parties, are unlikely
successfully challenge autocratic regimes unless the regime is weak or divided
against itself. When an authoritarian regime is weak, divided within itself, or both,
it is vuinerable either to successful popular uprising, or (o violent revolutionary
change. In Benin, the Congo, and Zambia, for example, popular movements forced
authoritarian regimes that eschewed excessive repression, (o open up their political
systems, agree ultimately to constitutional reforms, and 10 submit (o multipasty
elections. On the other band, the authoritarian regimes of Samuel K. Doe in Liberia,
Obote and Okello in Uganda, Siad Barre in Somalia, and Mengistu Haile Mariam
in Ethiopia were brought to a violentend by ammed opposition groups. The regimes
in these countries remained cohesive, and made only token gestures toward
liberatisation; and their opponents were left with no alternative but (o resort 0
violence as a form of political opposition, The anti-state struggles of opposition
forces in the realm of legitimate politics, given the right circumstances, can result
in revolutionary movements, However, it remains to be seen if democracy will
grow out of such revolutionary outcomes.

The Meaning of Political Transitions

There is little doubt that significant political changes are now taking place in
Africa. However, the question remains, how deep and how durable are these
changes; and, what do they represent? Some observers suggest that it is highly
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wnlikely that this current wave of change will result in the “flowering” of
democracy in Africa The Jack of a democratic past is the most common explana-
tion given for such an argument. Al the same time, it seems reasonable (o suggest
that an equally important explanation might be found in the fact that in the interest
of its own survival, the tendency will be for the state class (o politically liberalise
without being wholeheanedly commitied to full democracy. Granting that there
are bound (0 be regional differences, what is more likely in Africa is new varieties
of corporatism,

Philippe Schmitter has identified two forms of corporatism: societal corporatism
and state corporatism. [Schmitter 1974}, Societal corporatism is a pattem of
instimtional relationships in which the officially sanctioned secioral interest
organisation, while collaborating with each other and state policy-makers in
pursuit of a commonly accepied national interest, quite autonomously represem
the inmterest of their membership. Their prisary responsibility is the representation
of the interests of their membership through their dealings with the state. On the
other hand, state corporatistn is an institutional arrangement in which the state
secks to co-0pt or control major sectoral interest organisations, usually by estab-
lishing rules that govern their very creation as well as their behavior. Tendencies
toward state corporatism exist in Africa; and what is likely to resultin years to come
is a particularly African variant of this organisational form. It will most likely be
closer o the state corporatism found in pants of Lalin America than 10 the societal
corporatism that predominates in Europe. However, given the vigor of civil society
in some parts of Africa, it is quile conceivable that a form of societal corporatism
could become the rule in some places.

+To the extent that progress toward democracy might be made in Africa, it is
likely to be grounded in the formation of political pacts. Political pacts usually
involve formal agreements among most if not all competing political elites amd
.their organisations over the rules of the political game, as well as over rules relating
to the distribution and redistribution of material benefits, Terry Karl has described
this process as “democracy through undemocratic means,” in that it involves elite
compromises instead of genvine popular involvement in determining the polices
of elecied officials. [Karl op cit.: 11]. However, the only place on the African
continent where (his pattern appears to be somewhat established is the Indian
Ocean micro-stae of Mauritius and South Africa. Between 1990 and 1994,
political eliles, representing all significant political organisations engaged in a
process of negotiations that resulted in a power-sharsing formula for goveming
South Africa over a five year period while a new constiwtion was formulated. What
was remarkable about this process was that the leaders of the various parties all
agreed (o some contingent compromises in order 1o move the process along, What
resulied was the surprisingly easy dismanting of apartheid,

The potential for the formation of a type of pacied democracy was also evident
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in Ethiopia, where a newly installed revolutionary government, headed by the
Ethiopisn People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front [EPRDF]; initially in 1991
altempted to include almost all relevant political interests snd ethnic groups.
Politics proceeded according to rules accepted by ali constituent parties at a charter
conference, and there was at least the theoretical possibility of the main executive
positions circulating among the parties. The signatories to the Charter agreed 0 a
two-year transitional period, 1o be followed by the inauguration of Ethiopia’s first
democratic constitution, and a multi-party electoral system. However, within a
year, the coalition had narrowed so much that it now included only the EPRDF and
other parties that supported its program and parties that had been created by the
EPRDF as a counter-weight 10 various ethnically based parties, Despite the fact
that the transitional period had to be extended for two additional years, the EPRDF
regime forged ahead according (o its own design to lay the foundation for what it
claimed would be a new, democratic Ethiopia. A new constitution was enacted in
1994, and a year later, national elections were beld, establishing the Federal
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Most major opposition groups boycotied the
elections, but the new regime seemed bent on implementing procedural democracy
even if this meant a less than perfect pact.

Whether the trend is toward democracy or oward authotitarian retrenchment,
it is likely that Africa will witness in the near future growing tendencies toward
some form of corporatism. Democratically inclined regimes might use this
approach to state-society relations to enhance their authority in the face of vocal
opposition. For example, in 1995 President Nelson Mandela of South Africa
systematically attempted to enlist the cooperation of traditional chiefs, particularly
in the troubled Zulu areas, 5o as to undercut the base of suppost of one of his main
opponent, Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi. Mandela utilised the considerable re-
sources of the state treasury to provide the traditional chiefs with perks of office
that Buthelezi was unable to provide. In this way he was cultivating loyalty towards
the national government and away from the sepacatist tendencies of Buthelezi.
Rather than creating new corporate groups, Mandela merely took advantage of
significant ones that already existed. By contrast, in Ethiopia, the EPRDF seemed
compelled to create new corporate groups with which to cooperate.

Conclusion

In the short rum, if the current wave of political wransition in Africa is to result in
some form of democratic ouicome, it seems that it will, in most places, have to go
through the channels of corporatisi and political pacts. Atthe same time, o maiter
how limited the gains of political liberalisation at this time may be, authoritarian
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regimes are gradually being weakened; and this represents a step in the democratic
disection,

Notes
1.

Director, 1.S Coheman African Studies Centre, Califomia, USA.
“Guines-Bissau: New Paths 10 Old Goals,” Africa News Vol. 34, No, 8 (May
20, 1991); and Vivimn Lowery Derryck, “Benin: The Velvet Revolution,”
Africa Report Vol. 36, No. 1 (January-February 1991),

Im general usage, the term “prebend” refers to offices of feudal states that
could be obtained in recogunition of services rendered o a noble person, or
through outright purchage, and then utilised to generaw income from the
holder of such offices. In the Alrican context, it refers o patiems of political
behavior based on the assumption that the offices of the existing state may
be competed for and then used for the persenal benelit of the officeholders
and their supporters. This condition is characterised by the inwense struggle
among various segments of socicly to control and exploit offices of the staie,
Graft and cormuption are part and parcel of everyday political fife atall levels,
See, Richard Joseph (1987) Denmaicrucy and Prebendal Politics in Nigeria:
The Rise and Fall of the Second Repichhc. Cambridge: Ciunbridge § Tniversity
Press.

“Interview - Flt.-Lt. Jerry Rawlings: Constructing i New Constitutional
Order, “Africa Report May-Junc 1991).
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4. “Gabon: Saying Yes and No,” Africa Confidential Vol. 36, No. 13, July 23,
1995.
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