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Should Elections Be the Criterion 
Of Democratization in Africa? 

by Marina Ottaway 

With the end of the cold war, strategic considerations ceased to be a key 
factor in decision making on aid to African countries. Western assistance, 
both bilateral and through multilateral institutions, has become increasingly 
conditioned on criteria variously identified as "democratization" (the U.S. 
yardstick) and "governance" (the World Bank gauge). In practice, this has 
meant that economic assistance is more likely to be extended to countries 
where there is evidence of, or a trend toward, multiparty politics, respect for 
human rights, and increased attention to competency in management of the 
economy. 

The "Elections" Criterion 
In practice, both "democratization" and "governance" tend to be interpreted 
rather narrowly as the holding of free and fair-or at least reasonably free 
and fair-elections. With multiparty elections now almost a precondition for 
development assistance, African governments are beginning to comply, not 
necessarily because they believe in the virtues of democracy or because of 
pressure from strong internal opposition parties but because they feel that 
the international community, and above all the United States, demands it. 
Indeed, the most recent African elections-in Ethiopia, Angola, Ghana, and 
Kenya-were all held in response to considerable outside pressure. 

The outcome of the narrowly defined democratization process has been 
mixed to date. In some countries, such as Namibia (1989), Benin (1991), 
and Zambia (1991), the elections were genuinely competitive and by and 
large honestly conducted, resulting in the formation of new and more 
legitimate governments. Although the future of democracy in these countries 
is still by no means assured, there was a good beginning. But in Angola, and 
to a lesser extent in Ethiopia, elections have thus far been followed only by 
renewed conflict. In the middle of the spectrum are the elections that were 
won by incumbent governments and thus do not represent a transition to a 
new system (e.g., the reelection of Houphouet-Boigny, who has been Cote 
d'Ivoire's head of state for 32 years, cannot be viewed as a milestone for 
democratic governance in Africa). In the wake of these varying results, what 
the Carter Center's Richard Joseph has dubbed "excessive electoralism" is 
receiving a second look. 
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Namibia as a Model? 
The constituent assembly elections held in Namibia in 
November 1989, and the peaceful transition to 
independence under a democratically constituted 
government in March 1990, greatly encouraged the 
United States to focus on democratization as a condition 
for socioeconomic assistance in Africa. (See "Namibia 
Becomes a Nation: Could It Be a Model?" by Robert I. 
Rotberg, CSIS Africa Notes no. 110, March 1990.) 
The Namibian example was seen as evidence that 
external pressure, combined with technical assistance and 
supervisory assistance during the election process, could 
facilitate a democratic transition even in a country where 
the situation had been unpromising. If a radical guerrilla 
movement such as SWAPO and an organization 
originally set up to encourage ethnic politics and preserve 
white power (the Democratic Turnhalle Alliance) could be 
coaxed into accepting a democratic transition, there 
appeared to be hope for democracy in Africa. 

The intervention of the United Nations Transition 
Assistance Group (UNT AG) was crucial to the outcome. 
Under UNTAG supervision, SWAPO guerrillas were 
encamped and disarmed, South African forces withdrew, 
a new police force was created, elections for a constituent 
assembly were held, the constitution was approved, and 
the new government took power. In the space of about a 
year, Namibia went from a state of war under South 
African control to peace under an elected civilian 
government-one that appears to remain reasonably 
democratic three years later. 

But the example of Namibia is misleading for two 
reasons: (1) Since 1920 Namibia had been nominally a 
League of Nations mandate and subsequently a UN trust 
territory. The massive, protracted UN intervention that 
pulled the country through the transition is unlikely to be 
repeated in places where there is no comparable 
preexisting direct responsibility on the part of the UN. 
(2) The positive outcome in Namibia was due in part to 
sheer luck. SWAPO won the elections, but not by a large 
margin. With 57 percent of the seats in the constituent 
assembly, SWAPO was forced to tone down its radicalism 
and to reach a compromise with the other parties on the 
new constitution. A SWAPO victory was crucial to the 
success of the transition; a victory by the DTA would 
have created the suspicion of electoral fraud, no matter 
what foreign observers said. Yet an overwhelming 
SWAPO victory would also have doomed democracy, 
allowing one party to impose its views and for all practical 
purposes void whatever checks and balances the new 
constitution provided. No degree of foreign pressure or 
technical assistance could have guaranteed this delicately 
balanced result. The bottom line: there is no "lesson of 
Namibia" that can be implemented elsewhere. 

A Sampling of Other Examples 
During 1991 and 1992, democratization appeared to be 
in full swing in Africa. Some 30 countries ostensibly 
became involved, either by amending their constitutions 
to put an end to official single-party rule or by holding 

elections. It is much more difficult to judge how many of 
these countries really became more democratic. In some 
cases, the impetus for democratization came from a 
growing domestic opposition. In others it came almost 
exclusively from foreign pressure. 

The 1991 transition to democracy in Benin did not 
require much outside pressure. The internal civilian 
opposition rendered the president almost powerless, set 
up an interim government, and organized the elections. 

In Zambia, international intervention was an important 
factor. President Kenneth Kaunda, head of state since 
independence in 1964, was initially reluctant to hold a 
multiparty contest. (See "Zambia Tests Democracy" by L. 
Gray Cowan, CSIS Africa Notes no. 141, October 1992.) 
When faced with mounting domestic opposition, he at first 
tried to postpone the inevitable by calling for a referendum 
on the abrogation of the single-party system, which he 
finally canceled to avoid a humiliating defeat. But Kaunda 
and the ruling United National Independence Party (UNIP) 
never embraced the idea of a competitive election willingly; 
they only bowed reluctantly to its inevitability. 

International pressure took several forms: (1) Aid was 
suspended in September 1991, ostensibly because of 
Zambia's failure to live up to the terms of an agreement 
with the International Monetary Fund and to make a 
scheduled repayment on an IMF loan. (2) Prospects for a 
resumption of aid after a seriously flawed election were 
unpromising; this gave the government a strong incentive to 
keep the election clean. (3) Strong pressure by former U.S. 
President Jimmy Carter, who had a good relationship with 
Kaunda but did not mince words about the importance of 
free and fair elections, was another important factor. 

The result was an election considered fair by international 
observers and an overwhelming victory for the opposition 
Movement for Multi-party Democracy. Unfortunately, the 
popular mandate of the MMD (125 National Assembly seats 
to only 25 for UNIP) was too overwhelming to augur well 

CS/5 AFRICA NOTES is a briefing paper series designed to 
serve the special needs of decision makers and analysts 
with Africa-related responsibilities in governments, 
corporations, the media, research institutions, universities, 
and other arenas. It is a publication of the African Studies 
Program of the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, Washington, D.C. CSIS is a private, nonpartisan, 
nonprofit policy research institute founded in 1962. 

Editor: Director of African Studies Helen Kitchen 
Deputy Editor: J. Coleman Kitchen 

SUBSCRIPTION RATE: CS/S Africa Notes is sent 
airmail/first class to subscribers worldwide. The annual 
subscription price for 12 issues and occasional 
supplements is $48.00. Please make checks payable to: 
CS/S Africa Notes, Suite 400, 1800 K Street, N.W., 
Washington, D.C. 20006, U.S.A. 
Telephone: (202) 775-3219. Telex: 7108229583. 
Cables: CENSTRAT. Fax: (202) 775-3199. 
ISSN 0736-9506 



for the fledgling Zambian democracy. 
The example of Zambia shows that international pressure 

can influence the electoral process even with the 
commitment of far fewer resources than were deployed in 
Namibia. On the other hand, this outside pressure did not 
succeed in a vacuum; it operated in the favorable context of 
both overwhelming anti-UNIP popular feelings and an 
opposition movement that managed to maintain its unity. 

In contrast to 1991, the major elections held in Africa 
in 1992 were at best ambiguous steps toward democracy. 
Indeed, two were major setbacks: in Ethiopia a supposed 
exercise in democracy disintegrated into a de facto 
single-party operation, while in Angola the defeated 
UNIT A refused to accept the UN-certified results and 
went back to war. The December 1992 elections in 
Kenya, which returned President Daniel arap Moi to 
power but left his Kenya African National Union (KANU) 
with a bare majority in the National Assembly, received a 
marginal passing grade from the international observers 
but were denounced by the opposition parties as 
fraudulent. In any case, Moi soon made a mockery of the 
entire process, announcing on January 27, 1993 that the 
newly elected parliament was prorogued. In Ghana, the 
government was reelected, but it seems doubtful that it 
has gained much new popular legitimacy. 

Some reasons for the failure of these elections are 
particularly noteworthy. In both Ethiopia and Angola, 
voters were asked to go to the polls while the major 
political parties still had their own de facto military forces, 
and before a new united army had been created. This 
meant that any party could easily return to war if it did 
not like the outcome of the election. 

In Angola, the process of building a unified army had 
at least started, but UNIT A still had its units, and the 
newly formed riot police was considered to be a tool of 
the MPLA. It was placing excessive faith in democracy to 
assume that two armed movements would necessarily 
abide by the results of the first election in the history of a 
country that had been in a state of civil war since 
independence in 1975. 

In Ethiopia, no preelection attempt was made to 
integrate the armies of the various movements into a 
single entity. The Tigrean army was temporarily 
designated to act as the national army-by a decision of 
the Tigrean-dominated Ethiopian People's Revolutionary 
Democratic Front. The Oromo Liberation Front (which 
remained hostile to the Tigrean movement although the 
OLF was represented in the government coalition) viewed 
the "acting" national army as an occupation force. The 
OLF had its own militias. Clashes occurred only weeks 
before the district and regional assembly elections, and 
the ensuing agreement to encamp the OLF militias and a 
number of the EPRDF soldiers was never thoroughly 
implemented. When the opposition parties were de facto 
prevented from registering their candidates, the OLF pulled 
its men out of the camps and withdrew from the elections 
and the governing coalition. Voting nevertheless took place 
in most of the country, without opposition candidates but 
with the presence of international observers. 
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The lesson of Angola and Ethiopia is obvious. 
Elections cannot settle a military conflict that negotiations 
have failed to end-and an agreement on paper is not 
enough to settle a protracted civil war. 

The most disturbing lesson of 1992, however, is 
probably not that of Angola and Ethiopia, but that of 
Kenya, because it points to a problem that can affect all 
countries, not only those at war. Experienced observers 
are coming to the conclusion that many African leaders 
are learning to play the election game-giving aid donors 
an election barely clean enough to receive a low passing 
grade, but dirty enough to make it difficult for the 
opposition to win. President Daniel arap Moi, as assessed 
by AID's Regional Governance Adviser for Eastern and 
Southern Africa Joel Barkan at a CSIS roundtable in 
January 1993, deliberately planned a D+ election and 
got his passing grade from the observers. More 
important, Dr. Barkan noted, African leaders are now 
beginning to advise each other on how to hold 
"democratic" elections without being voted out of office. 
This trend could turn elections into a meaningless ritual. 

The Role of International Observers 
The presence of international observers, among whom 
Americans have been prominent, has become a routine 
component of African "democratic" elections. A number 
of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)-the National 
Democratic Institute for International Affairs, the 
International Republican Institute, the Carter Center, the 
African-American Institute, the International Foundation 
for Electoral Systems-are developing considerable 
expertise in election monitoring. These organizations are 
producing a growing body of shared ideas concerning 
such technical issues as preelection assessments, training 
of observers, appropriate behavior in the field, and 
reporting procedures. 

What has received insufficient attention, however, are 
the fundamental political issues: What are the 
implications of sending observers? What can the presence 
of observers achieve? Can the NGO missions really 
maintain their independence from the governments that 
finance them? In theory, the answers to these questions 
are easy. In real life, they are blurred. 

The presence of observers should not be considered a 
routine step, because it lends a degree of legitimacy to an 
election. Even if the final report should declare the 
election fraudulent, the mere presence of international 
teams gives some respectability to the proceedings, 
implying that the conditions exist for the voting to be 
reasonably free and fair, with only last-minute 
intimidation a possible obstacle. Although the arrival of 
an observer mission implies that the elections have the 
possibility of being fair, it also implies that some 
conditions that would ensure fairness are missing and that 
an international watchdog could make up for this lack. 

The conditions for successful elections are quite 
complex, and observers, while helpful in respect to some 
of these complexities, are irrelevant to others. At a 
minimum, successful elections require the existence of 



4 I CSIS AFRICA NOTES 

competitive political parties (as contrasted to armed 
political movements); access to the voters for all parties, 
through the mass media and through unimpeded 
movement across the country; and (of course) at least two 
candidates, from different parties, for each position to be 
filled . Successful elections also require the performance of 
a number of technical but nevertheless highly political 
tasks- the writing of electoral laws, formation of impartial 
electoral commissions, organization and monitoring of 
polling stations, distribution of ballot boxes and papers, 
an honest vote count, etc. 

There is no doubt that foreign expertise, and foreign 
observers, can provide significant help in connection with 
these technical tasks. The question is the magnitude of the 
commitment the international community is willing to make. 
The presence of a large international team that arrives early 
and stays through the vote count, working in conjunction 
with local election monitors, can help deter gross fraud. The 
international community, however, is as yet unwilling to 
finance missions of this size and range of skills. 

A very small mission , on the other hand, is a purely 
symbolic presence that contributes only to the ritualistic 
aspect of the election process. For example , the team of 
200 international monitors in the Ethiopian operation 
was considered too small to provide an accurate 
assessment, and thus was not expected to certify the 
election but only to increase confidence in the democratic 
process by its presence. The elections were not 
competitive, but the observers were not in a position to 
say so officially. In the final analysis, they were placed in 
the situation of being expected to build up confidence in 
what was essentially a single-party election . 

Another important issue is the independence of 
election monitoring teams, their relations with the 
embassies of the countries that finance them, and their 
relations with other teams. Although monitoring elections 
in Africa has been an international effort, with several 
different countries sending observers, the overwhelming 
U.S. presence in every team thus far makes it difficult for 
monitoring to be perceived as truly international. 
Problems of coordination, unavoidable in such 
short-term, ad hoc operations, often arise. The problem 
becomes serious when lack of coordination leads to 
conflicting reports. In Ghana, for example, the 
Commonwealth observers issued a statement very early 
recognizing the presidential election as free and fair, 
leaving other observers still in the field exposed to the 
anger of opposition groups claiming fraud was pervasive . 
The final report of the U.S. observers was much more 
guarded than the Commonwealth team's in assessing the 
fairness of the election. 

Such conflicting reports suggest that teams do not 
necessarily follow the same standards in arriving at their 
conclusions. These disagreements also highlight the 
observers' dilemma. They are expected to provide an 
overall judgment on the basis of limited information in a 
short period of time and to give an immediate yes or no 
answer where a nuanced analysis would objectively be 
more appropriate. On the other hand, a report appearing 

after several months is politically pointless, as is one so 
nuanced that it begs the question whether the official tally 
can be considered to reflect the voters' choice . 
Particularly when the holding of a fair election is a 
prerequisite for the resumption of aid by one or more 
donors, an explicit answer cannot be avoided. 

The most complicated issue is not coordination among 
different observer teams but the relations between 
observers and their embassies. U.S . observer teams are 
supposedly independent, organized by NGOs that select 
the monitors, organize the mission, and issue the reports . 
But it is the U.S. government that puts pressure on the 
African government to hold elections or imposes outright 
political conditionality for economic aid, and it is the U.S . 
government that eventually will have to incorporate the 
evaluation of the election into the formulation of policy. 
And it is also the U.S. government that pays for the 
"independent" monitoring. Inevitably, embassies are 
vitally interested in what observers do . Equally inevitably, 
observers have different missions than do embassies and 
thus different agendas. This colors both sides' judgment 
on the elections. Finally, African governments are 
ultimately interested in the judgment of the embassies, 
not in that of the NGOs. An early preliminary statement 
by the U.S. embassy in Addis Ababa to the effect that the 
elections, while not problem-free , were acceptable under 
prevailing conditions made all subsequent reports by 
observer groups virtually pointless. 

Can Some Elections Impede Democratization? 
The problems involving African elections and the role of 
observers are readily admitted by most observers. 
Nevertheless, it is usually assumed that even partially 
successful elections are at least a useful step in the 
direction of democratization , and the presence of 
monitors is viewed as a good thing. In my view, these 
assumptions are unwarranted. Elections can be a serious 
setback for democratization, and the presence of 
monitors can make things worse. 

An unsuccessful election can have several negative 
consequences. To begin with, the new "democratic" 
election may well end up being perceived as no different 
from the old, with the only new factor being the presence 
of international observers. As the Oromo Liberation 
Front leader phrased it when I was serving as an election 
observer in Ethiopia in 1992, the monitors were only 
there to sprinkle holy water on a rigged process. Of the 
many other Ethiopians with whom I talked while on this 
assignment, only government officials assessed the elections 
as being any different from those held under Mengistu Haile 
Mariam. Indeed, the presence of observers in a 
noncompetitive election came dangerously close to 
announcing that Western countries are more interested in 
the ritual of democracy than in the substance. The 
Ethiopian elections were admittedly an extreme case, but an 
element of ritualism is present whenever a leader 
deliberately organizes a "low pass" election. 

The greatest threat that elections can pose to 
democratization, however, manifests itself when the 



losing party simply refuses to accept the results. Angola 
is the most salient example. The 1992 elections not only 
failed to usher in a new and legitimate government but 
also destroyed the fragile May 1991 peace agreement 
signed in Portugal, postponing indefinitely not only 
democratization but also peace. Even in the less dramatic 
case of Kenya, President Moi's decision to prorogue the 
parliament will not help convince the opposition, there or in 
other countries, that elections are a meaningful exercise. 

Holding elections where the principal contenders are 
armed courts disaster. It is too easy for the loser to reject 
the verdict of the polls, no matter what the international 
community may say. Rushing into an election before 
integration of the conflicting armies has been worked out 
invites a repetition of the Angolan debacle, no matter 
how many observers are deployed. 

Forcing the incumbent government to hold elections 
when opposition parties are disorganized is also 
counterproductive. It is true that under normal conditions 
a perfectly democratic election can return the incumbent 
government to power, but in a country that has 
experienced a long period of single-party rule an election 
that fails to lead to some change of government will 
probably not be regarded as a cornerstone of democracy. 
People are unlikely to be convinced that the political 
system has been transformed when the same president 
who has held the reins of power for perhaps decades 
continues staring at them from the same pictures. The 
presence of observers does not change this reality. 

Some Suggested Guidelines 
Hopes for democracy in Africa were dashed soon after 
the transition from colonial rule when military 
intervention and the formation of single-party 
authoritarian regimes became the unfortunate hallmark of 
African politics. More than 30 years later, the 
democratization process could fail again. Western 
countries should take care not to contribute to such an 
outcome. 

The experience of the past year suggests that it is risky 
to pressure all African countries to hold multiparty 
elections quickly or to provide observers on a routine 
basis to facilitate the process. If elections are held 
prematurely and fail, the effect is to slow down 
democratization rather than to accelerate it. Attaching 
political conditionality to economic assistance is probably 
justified in many cases, but the condition must not always 
be the holding of an election within a brief period of time. 

The problem is to determine what moving toward 
democracy means in a given specific situation. For some 
countries, it may mean allowing civic groups and political 
parties to function . For others, complex reforms may be 
needed before it makes sense to talk of elections. 
(Nigerians understood this when, in the aftermath of the 
1960s Biafran crisis, they proceeded to redefine the 
federal system before even attempting to move to 
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democracy.) In still other cases, democratization may 
have to start with negotiations among armed movements 
on disbanding militias and forming a new army or police 
force. The revival of local councils of elders may have to 
be a first step, as has been suggested in the case of 
Somalia. (See "What Are the Lessons To Be Learned 
From Somalia?" by Ken Menkhaus and Terrence Lyons, 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 144, January 1993.) It is not 
impossible that, as a first step, only the formation of a 
government of national reconciliation or a power-sharing 
arrangement can move a country beyond authoritarian 
rule and/or civil strife. Power-sharing is not democracy, 
because a government where all parties must be 
represented is not necessarily the same one that voters 
would have chosen, but the transition may sometimes 
have to start in such fashion. 

In many cases, it may take years rather than months of 
preliminary democratization before meaningful elections 
can be held. But even a long delay is better than a quick 
election that precipitates a country into renewed conflict 
or convinces the opposition parties that the democracy 
preached by Western countries is a sham. 

Democratization must eventually involve competitive 
elections, but elections cannot be the beginning of the 
process-particularly if imposed from outside. Within 
limits, assistance with election preparation and 
monitoring of the voting can help a country hold 
successful elections sooner than it could have done on its 
own. The experience of the last year, however, suggests 
that these limits may be much narrower than was 
assumed in the initial enthusiasm for democratization. 
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