
Africa needs more than 
liberal democracy
■  Khabele Matlosa, political scien-
tist from Lesotho, argues that the 
discussion on democracy and gov-
ernance in southern Africa has been 
too focussed on elections, electoral 
systems and the strength of institu-
tions, while issues related to the 
political culture have been ignored.  
The main thrust of the article is that 
a culture of political violence and 
instability in the region is explicable 
in terms of the structural make-up of 
the region’s political economy and 
not so much by the level of institu-
tionalisation of governance itself.

Matlosa’s conclusions are in brief that 
the political transition in Southern 
Africa since the 1990s has steered the 
regional states towards democratic 
governance. This has enhanced politi-
cal participation, improved the demo-
cratic culture and political stability in 
Southern Africa. However, he argues, 
liberal democracy is insufficient for the 
kind of democratic culture and prac-
tice that the SADC region needs.

Instability and democratic 
governance – the theories
Two schools of thought in the debate 
of instability-governance nexus are 
institutional-functionalism and struc-
turalism. The former explains instabil-
ity and political violence by focussing 
primarily, if not exclusively, on the in-

terface between the level of institution-
alisation of the state and the degree of 
political participation by the citizenry. 
The latter gives pride of place to the 
structural configuration of society and 
constant contestation over state power, 
resource distribution and social strati-
fication based on identity and ideol-
ogy.

Samuel Huntington is mentioned 
as the main proponent of the institu-
tional-functional school. It explains 
instability and political violence in de-
veloping countries with rigid, simple, 
subordinate and fragmented state in-
stitutions under conditions of high po-
litical mobilisation and participation 
of the citizens. 

A post-modernist institutional-func-
tional paradigm of political crisis in 
Africa has been advanced by Patrick 
Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz. They 
argue that what all African states share 
is a generalised system of patrimonial-
ism and an acute degree of apparent 
disorder, as evidenced by a high level 
of governmental and administrative 
inefficiency, lack of institutionalisation, 
a general disregard for the rules of the 
formal political and economic sectors, 
and a universal resort to personal and 
vertical solutions to societal problems.

Matlosa argues that both the modern-
ist and post-modernist institutional-func-
tionalism approach reduces the heart of 
politics in Africa merely to institutions and 
how they function and respond to politi-
cal mobilisation. It thus fails to capture the 
role of political culture and other actors in 
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the political system in moulding the state 
and how it undertakes the task of manag-
ing national affairs. 

He argues that this approach does 
not acknowledge the importance of 
power, resources and identity/ideol-
ogy and that therefore the structuralist 
paradigm is a more useful approach. 
This centers on a triangle of conflict 
comprising a) contestation over state 
power, b) struggle over distribution 
of resources and c) social 
stratification and diver-
sity premised upon iden-
tity, gender, and ideology. 
This approach recognizes 
that African politics cent-
er principally around state 
power, hence the fierce 
contestation over the state 
as an end in itself. Claude 
Ake and T. Lumumba-
Kasongo are mentioned 
as representatives for this approach.

From one party system to  
liberal democracy
Immediately after political independence 
of the 1960s, a number of Southern Afri-
can states adopted the one-party system 
under the guise of the ideology of devel-
opmentalism and nation building. This 
was a particular type of political culture 
that was dominant in the region for over 
three decades. It was an authoritarian 
political culture. The justification for 
the one-party political system revolved 
around the following:
– The quest for national unity to 

ensure national consensus, nation-
building and political stability 
following political independence.

– The ideology of developmentalism 
which geared attention and energies 
towards economics and de-
emphasised (multi-party) politics.

– Pervasive perception of one-party 
as a truly African democracy, 
deeply rooted in pre-colonial 
political tradition and history and 
thus justifiable as an indigenous 
political system.

– The widespread belief that the 
Western multiparty system was alien 
to the African political setting.

– The assumption that differences and 
divergence in political opinion would 
be assured through what African 
leaders called opposition from within 

the party. Hence the short-lived 
politics of accommodation which 
was quickly replaced by politics of 
patronage and repression.

The 1990s witnessed significant changes 
in the mode of governance in South-
ern Africa. Political centralisation, 
which had pervaded the region assum-
ing various forms such as one party 
system (Tanzania), one person system 

(Malawi) and military rule 
(Lesotho), has increasingly 
been replaced by political 
liberalisation. This essen-
tially represents a new set 
of political culture in the 
region which emphasises 
pluralism as against cen-
tralisation of power. Before 
the end of the Cold War 
a majority of the regional 
states adopted economic 

adjustment programmes through 
which economic liberalisation and 
political liberalisation are supposed to 
be implemented in tandem. Many aid 
donors to Southern African states also 
imposed stringent political condition-
ality to their development assistance, 
including political pluralism and regu-
lar multi-party elections. 

The head of UNRISD, Thandika 
Mkandawire, labelled countries in this 
situation ”choiceless democracies”, 
who have to accept the conditionalities 
of policies concocted by international 
technocracies. 

Matlosa argues that this process 
has led to a legitimacy crisis of the 
state, which has responded to social 
demands of the citizens through re-
pressive measures. 

At the regional level, the demise of 
apartheid in South Africa was a crucial 
factor for the region’s transformation 
from authoritarian rule. It led to ma-
jority rule in both Namibia and South 
Africa and sustainable peace in Mozam-
bique. It was also accompanied by in-
ternal political pressure in a majority of 
Southern Africans states for democratic 
rule and democratisation mounted by 
civil society organisations. Despite their 
weaknesses and disjointed organisation 
civil society actors have contributed to 
the emergence of multi-party political 
pluralism in the region. Media has also 
liberalised and become more pluralistic.

Liberal and social democracy
Some scholars have questioned the rel-
evance and utility of liberal democracy 
in Africa, and argued for adoption of 
social democracy as a better system 
that could deepen democratic govern-
ance, among them Claude Ake and T 
Lumumba-Kasongo. Such social de-
mocracy is premised primarily upon 
close cooperation among the state, 
capital and labour in the process of gov-
ernance. It thus lends itself to broader 
participation and empowerment of the 
citizenry than liberal democracy.

The three basic elements of liberal 
democracy are:
– A meaningful and extensive 

competition among individuals and 
organised groups for all effective 
position of government power, at 
regular intervals and excluding the 
use of force.

– A highly inclusive level of 
participation in the selection 
of leaders and policies, at least 
through regular and fair elections.

– A high level of civil and political 
liberties.

According to Matlosa it is important 
to note that the neo-liberal democra-
tisation process in Southern Africa is 
driven more by the ruling elite with 
insignificant impact of opposition par-
ties and minimal contribution of civil 
society organisations. This point is sig-
nificant, as it explains in part the cur-
rent entrenchment of dominant party 
system in the region despite regular 
elections. In Botswana, Lesotho, Na-
mibia, South Africa, Tanzania, Zam-
bia and Zimbabwe up to year 2000 the 
governing party has more than 2/3 of 
the parliamentary seats. This under-
mines the checks and balances among 
key institutions of government. In a 
majority of states the dominance of the 
ruling party approximates a de facto 
one-party state without effective oppo-
sition entrenched in parliament, large 
majority party regimes share some of 
the weaknesses of one-party systems. 
The hegemony of the ruling parties in 
both the legislature and the executive 
give impetus for their undue influence 
and control over the judiciary as well.

The dominance is enhanced when 
the opposition parties are small or 
divided, are poorly endowed with re-

”Under conditions 
of the pervasive 

culture of dominant 
party system,  
elections have 

provided voters with 
a limited menu for 
choice of leaders.”



sources and receive little or no public 
funding as well as little or no access to 
national media. On top of that they 
are often harassed by the state authori-
ties. This means that opposition par-
ties often depend on external sources 
for their funding, which tends to com-
promise their national agenda and im-
age. Finally the lack of inner-party de-
mocracy and the entrenchment of the 
personality cult around the leader of 
an opposition party have contributed 
to the weakness.

The electoral system used in many 
SADC countries further exacerbates 
the domination. It is based on the Brit-
ish model of Single Member Plurality 
system, in which the winner takes all 
in their constituencies. 

Matlosa argues that proportional 
electoral systems are providing better 
conditions to avoid that armed con-
flicts resurface after they have been 
ended once. Mozambique, Namibia 
and South Africa are examples. Pro-
portional electoral systems have shown 
to be more including, representative 
and participatory than Single Party 
Plurality system. 

Matlosa concludes that under condi-
tions of the pervasive culture of domi-
nant party system, elections have provid-
ed voters with a limited menu for choice 
of national leaders and electoral systems 
have facilitated prolonged and uninter-
rupted rule by dominant parties.

The importance of  
decentralisation 
Democratic governance entails empow-
erment and political participation of the 
citizens to influence and shape the policy 
making process at both central and lo-
cal levels. Thus the establishment and 
institutionalisation of democratic local 
government is part of the agenda for the 
wider democratisation process and polit-
ical stability. Local government denotes 
a transfer of power and authority from 
central government to lower-tier public 
institutions. This is essential for democ-
ratisation.

While centralisation of state power 
and authority has been the hallmark of 
the authoritarian era of the one-party 
political culture, the current era of 
democratic governance must be prem-
ised upon decentralisation, according 
to Matlosa. He defines four important 

variants of decentralisation: a) de-
concentration, b) devolution, c) del-
egation and d) privatisation. Whereas 
de-concentration refers to the transfer 
of authority(not power) and workload 
from central to lower-tier levels, devo-
lution entails a transfer of both author-
ity and power from centre to statuary, 
autonomous local authorities. Delega-
tion simply entails a horizontal and 
vertical distribution of decision-mak-
ing authority to local and regional 
agents of central government. Privati-
sation denotes the transfer of functions, 
authority, power and management of a 
public enterprise to individuals or pri-
vately owned companies.

Conflicts and democratisation 
One of the major challenges and 
threats to the on-going democratisa-
tion process in Southern Africa relates 
to the conflicts of various forms that 
mark the region’s political landscape. 
Conflict is part of social change in all 
societies and as such it is not necessarily 
a negative phenomenon. Conflicts be-
come destructive and counter-produc-
tive once they escalate into violence. 
It could be argued, therefore, that the 
major problem facing the region is not 
so much that there are conflicts but 
rather that no effective regional mech-
anisms have been built for constructive 
management of the conflicts. Major 
violent conflicts in the region are pro-
pelled and driven by contestation over 
state power, distribution of resources 
and cleavages based on ideology and 
social identity.

Matlosa notes that at the national 
level a majority of the states operating 
the proportional representation elec-
toral system have held elections under 
political condition marked by stabil-
ity, while those that have adopted the 
First-Past-The-Post system have expe-
rienced considerable instability. 

A social democracy in  
Southern Africa
The political transition in Southern 
Africa since the 1990s in particular 
has steered the regional states towards 
democratic governance. This implies 
positive developments for enhancing 
political participation, democratic 
culture and political stability.  How-
ever, controversy still surrounds the 

relevance, form and content of the 
democratic model that most regional 
states have adopted. To what extent is 
western liberal democracy a sufficient 
political model for enhancing political 
participation, deepening democratic 
culture and ensuring political stability 
in Southern Africa?

The minimal representation provid-
ed by liberal democracy and the exclu-
sionary tendencies of the dominant elec-
toral system have had limited impact in 
containing conflicts and ensuring stabil-
ity in a majority of countries. Profound 
constitutional reforms are required in 
order to strive towards some form of de-
velopmental/ social democracy in the 
region and efforts made so far by Na-
mibia and South Africa in this direction 
are encouraging, argues Matlosa.

Based on Claude Ake, he provides 
a list on characteristics needed for a de-
mocracy suitable for Africa:
– A democracy in which people have 

some real decision-making power 
over and above the formal consent 
of electoral choice (powerful 
legislature, democratic local 
government, etc.).

– A social democracy that places 
emphasis on concrete political, 
social and economic rights as 
opposed to emphasis on political 
rights by liberalists.

– A democracy that puts as much 
emphasis on collective rights as it 
does on individual rights.

– A democracy of incorporation and 
power sharing which ensures as 
much participation, inclusivity and 
representativity as possible.

Matlosa argues that this means that the 
pre-requisites for democratic govern-
ance and political stability in Southern 
Africa include:
– A strong state
– Vibrant competition between 

parties
– Vibrant and resilient civil society
– Strong endogenous entrepreneurial 

class with effective control over 
economic governance

– Controlled markets for private 
sector operations

– Regional integration that 
transcends economic cooperation 
and strives toward political 
cooperation.
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Comments 
Matlosa contributes to a discussion that has 
been going on for a long time. As I see it, 
he tries to bridge the gap between the lib-
eral and a structural form of democracy. He 
does this by accepting the important steps 
forward that has followed the introduction 
of liberal democracy, arguing that it has to 
be deepened further in order to fit with the 
political culture of Southern Africa and Af-
rica in general.

Particularly important is the discussion 
on why the multi-party election system has 
turned into ”dominant party system” in so 
many countries in Southern Africa – as well as 

in the rest of SSA. Based on Matlosa’s discus-
sion regarding the advantages of the propor-
tional electoral system, it could be argued that 
there is a significant improvement to be made 
already within the liberal democratic system. 

If, and in that case how, to adjust the 
liberal democratic model to African political 
culture has over the years been a contesta-
ble issue, and the issue should not be wiped 
away as irrelevant. 

The optimal balance between political 
rights on one hand and social and economic 
rights on the other, and between individual 
and collective rights in an African context 
is interesting also from the perspectives 

based on Sida’s multidimensional poverty 
concept and the rights perspective of the 
Swedish Policy for Global Development.

One important difference between the 
liberal democracy and its election process-
es and institutions and what can be termed 
African political culture is the view on politi-
cal opposition. Many of the more authoritar-
ian regimes regard political opposition and 
critique against the government as critique 
of  the nation and the repression is often 
hard. This is facilitated by the dominant 
party’s strong control of the executive and 
sometime also the judicial power. 
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