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6.1  INTRODUCTION 

Afiican governlnents did not have the capacity to govern effectively. Given the underdeveloped 
econon~ic system they inherited, ~nany were unable to meet the social and ecollornic needs oftheir 
populations. This siti~ation led to a crisis of legitimacy. That is, the citizens became disilli~sioned with 
governments that could riot provide jobs, education, and adequate health-care. Lack of government 
response led to growingpopular dissatisfaction that exested tremendous strain or1 the political system. 
Given these factors many African governments faced serious political problems within a few years 
of independence. One ofthe ways to deal with political crisis is to change tlie system of gover~~ment. 
The 1960s witnessed the initiation of two types of gover~~~nents as responses to the political crisis. 

Almost all Afiican countries that gained independence in the 1960s started out with multiparty 
systerns. However, by the end of the 1960s, only a handfi~l of African countries maintained the 
system. Indeed by 1970, llalfof the independent countries in Africa had military governme~its. In 
the first thirty years of the post-colonial era, more than halfoftlie African countries experienced 
military rule. Only one African country, Botswana, maintained a multiparty system. Wliat happened 
in the other twenty African countries that did not have military governments? In the 1960s and 
1970s, these coi~~itries developed into single or one-pnrfy systenzs. It is noteworthy that one 
ostensible reason why delnocracy was abandoned was its perceived inability to bring about the 
desperately needed develop~ment. 111 fact, the two were regarded as antithetical in the African 
context. During a critical ji~ncture wl~en nation-building was a priority goal and time was considered 
of essence, especially given Afsica's linenviable inheritance at independence, deinocracy was 
considered a luxury the continent could ill-afford. A decade after the end ofthe Cold War, virtually 
all the countries ofAfrica experienced afluid and unstable political situation. During this period, 
both one-party and ~nilitary regimes faced popular dissatisfaction thro~~ghout the continent. Tlie 
people expressed their protest against the established order, oppression and misery. As a result 
many countries switched to pluralist systelns from one-party and nzi litary regime. Thus the African 
continent witnessed the fall and rise of different types of regimes after independence, 



In all the years of independence there was scarcely a country in tropical Africa, which retained a 
political system ofcompetingparties. Gambia and Botswana were the prime exceptions. In a one- 
party or a unitaly regime, only'one political party exists. The chiefexecutive, his cabinet members, 
the members of the legislature all belong to one political pasty. When there are elections, all the 
candidates belong to the same party. Constitwtional ly, there were two types of one-party regime 
that developed in Africa. Some countries became de jtdre one-party states. That is, the countries 
changed their constitutions so that only one political party was allowed in the counhy. Other African 
countries became de facto one- party states. In these countries, the Constitiltion was not changed 
to mandate one pasty, but in reality the ruling pal-ties in these countries gained and kept monopoly 
power, donlinating all branches of government. Now the queslion arises why did single party systems 
devel'op in Africa? The answers to this question can be souglit in the weaknesses of  the post- 
colol~ial systems. There are various arguments, which have been put forward in defence of a 
unitary regime. 

Julius Nyerere, the first president of Tanzania, and Kenneth Icaunda, first president of Zambia, 
were tlie most eloqirent promoters of the unitary regime in Africa. President Kaunda and other 
supporters of one-party systems gave four broad reasons why a unitary systel~i is necessary for 
new African states. 

6.2.1 Tradition 

Supporters ofone-party systetns claimed that multi-p ity systems were not part of Africa's pre- 
colonial tradition. They argued that a king or chiefand f t leir advisors govertied traditional Afiican 
kingdoms, rrlie systetn did not allow fororganised opposition to tlie king. In the rnany African 
societies that were de-centralised, decisions were made through discussion a ~ i d  collsensus, not 
through argument by opposing groups. Proponents o f a  one-party system clain~ed that Lradition 
supported their position. 

6.2.2 Direct Democracy 

Proponents of the unitary system arg~led that state and government systenis inherited from the 
colonial govenlments were too far removed fl.0111 the people to allow for democratic participation. 
They argued that the party-often the party that was responsible for winning independence-was 
a better instrument to listen to and represent the will ofthe people. 

6.2.3 National Unity 

In the i~iirnediate post-independence period lnany of the political parties were ethnic- or region- 
based, This meant that po l itical parties ofien represented ethnic or regional interests. Proponents of 
unitaly syste~ns argued that tiiulti-party systems in Afiica encouraged ethnic and regional rivalries. 
Only a single national pa11y could heal these divisions and help achieve national unity. They pointed 
out that in view ofthe manifold tasks confronting the new states, it was but essential that political 
power should rest ill a unified leadership as represented by the governing pasty. 

6.2.4 Development Orientation 

Proponents ofthe one-party system asserted that in such a regime, the ruling party would not have 
to spend most of its energies on winning elections and staying in power. Further, the lack oSadcquate 



resources and manpower required that national resources be ~nobilised fully rather than frittered 
away in fruitless squabbles among the parties. In a i~nitary regime a secure party would f o c ~ ~ s  its 
energies on listening to the people and developing policies that meet social and econoniic needs of 
the people: 

Fortified by these argu~nents, various Afi-ican governments proceeded to establish a unitary regime 
with a set of f&ly common measures. 'rhes~nieasures can be grouped under three Iieads: [ I ]  
neutralisation or conversion cftlie opposition; [2] associntional integration; and [3] constitutional 
innovations. The firs1 ~iiethod involved rulers rewarding those who suppoi-ted them and punishing 
those who did not. During the first years of independence, a fairly large number of opposition 
groups crossed over to tlie sidc oftlie ruling parties as tliey realised the futiI.ity of retaining their 
separate identity. Where subtler techniques ofneutralising tile opposition failed, preventive detention, 
press censorsliip, imprison~iient and exile ofopposition leaders became a routine prior to tlie imposition 
of the one-party regime. 

The second category of 11ieasui.e~ consisted of co-opting otlier organisations arid associations into 
the ruling party by establishing lihlts and by framing such laws as w o ~ ~ l d  render any activity outside 
the patty well-nigh ilnpossible. 

The third category of measures coniprised electoral and constitutional innovations. One ofthe 
colnlnon and effective innovations had been tlie single-list electoral system by which all members 
of a national legislatirre were'elected on a single platfonii. 

In a unitary regi~iie the party in power had a complete monopoly over the state machinery. 'The 
centralised character of the government has bee11 its distinctive feature. The formal powers oftlie 
cliiefexecutive are formidable; but the infoni~al powers lie exercises can neither be en~~rnerated 
nor defined. It is lie who lends legitinlacy to the political system and makes it a "goilig concern". As 
such the personalised aspect ofthe systeni is highly exaggerated. Nevertheless he filnctions under 
several constraints, which lnay derive t;heir origins fi:orn t11e peculiar socio-economic and political 
conditions of each-country. 

Superficially the unitary regimes may appear silbilar yet there are dil'lerences. The differences lie 
in the socio-economic conditions and the ideological predilections orthe leaders, As for instance, 
there is a basic difference between the Ivory Coast system and otlier one-party regi~ncs. Unlilte 
the Ivoly Coast where the ruling PDCI de-lililted politics fiom economics, in otlier i~nitary regimes 
the state intervened in the economy. 

The success and failure of unitary regimes depended up011 the capabilities of the ruling parties to 
realise the goals tliey had set themselves. Now the question arises what is their record in Africa? 
The answer to this question is quite complex. But one way to answer this question is to look at the 
resporise of tlie citizens of tlie countries that had one-party systems. When, in the 1990s, citizens 
were given the opportunity to choose between the contin~~ation ofa one-party system, or to have 
multi-party organisations, tlie citizen ofeach country ove~wlielmingly voted for a system that allowed 
multiple voices to be heard. 

6.3 MILITARY REGIME 

By 1970, half of the independent countl-ies in Africa liad mi I itary govemtnents. Instead of electecl 
civilians, the government was controlled by the militaly. The process by which a group of the 



forces personnel takes control ofthe government is called a coup d'etat-this is a French term 
that means an overthrow of tlie state. Some ooup d'etats were quite violent. In the process of 
taking control, tlie soldiers killed members ofthe civilian government, including, at times, the President. , 
However, some cozp d'elats were also non-violent. In these cases, the military simply surrounded 
the presidential palace and the civilian governliient surrendered peacefully. Now the question arises: 
Why were there so inany military  coup.^ just a few years after these countries became independent? 

Afiican governments inherited a weak political system from the colonial era. Consequently, the 
first African govern~nents did not have tlie capacity to govern effectively. Military leaders, 
apprehending tliat tlieircountries would fall apart politically, decided that they could do a betterjob 
of governing. 

Given the underdeveloped econo~iiic systems they inherited, niatiy Afsican governments were 
unable to meet tlie social and econo~nic needs oftheir countries. This sit~~ation often led to a crisis 
oflegiti~vucy. That is, the citizens becariie disillusioned with governments tliat could not provide 
basic social and econoriiic services, such as jobs, education, and adequate liealtli-care. Military 
cozlp leaders in Afsicaoften justified tlieir accession to power 011 the ground that Ilie prior civilian 
governriient had been unable to meet these basic needs. 

The political enviro~~ment oftlie early post-colonial years gave rise to ethnic tensions that at times 
becanie so severe as to threaten tlie political sysleni. TIie military clainied a right to intervene ancl 
take power in order to stop ethnic and regional rivalsics fro111 developi~~g into a civil war. I 

I 
The strains on the political system in tlie early years of independence provided an environment ill 
which corrzplion was widely prevalent in solue African countries. Government officials, oftell 
frustrated by their inability to be effective, used theirgovern~iient position to benefit lhemselves and 
nienibers oftlieir falnily. Military leaders often used tlie pretext of widespread corsuptio~i to justify 
tlieir taking power. 

Tliis is quite a list of wealaiesses in the post-independence governnients in Africa. Indeed, so fed 
up were tlie citizens of some countries, tliat thcy actually welconied the early military coups. 
Howevel; military regi~iies are not democratic; indeed, one ofthe firs1 things tlialmilita~y governments 
do is dissolve the legislative branch ofgovern~iient. Moreover, military governments in Afsica were 
no more successfi~l than tlieir civilian count.erpa~-ts in addressingtlie political, social, and economic 
issues, which provided the environment in whicli the cozpd'e/nt took place. The administrative 
apparatus presided over by tlie niilitary canie to reselnble moreand niore the colonial niodel. 'There 
is an overemphasis on celitralisation with greater reliance 0.11 the bureaucracy to run the affairs of 
the state. At the local level, cliiefly authorities (especially in Gliana and Nigeria) have been res111-rected 
in order appasently to promote decentralisation, but in reality to forge an alliance witli the rural 
elites. The attitude is strongly re~n i~ i i sce~~t  oftlie British policy of indirect rule. B L I ~  there is an 
il~iportant difference between the colonial admi~iistration and tlie military regime. Fol; howsoever 
callous and exploitative colonial adniinistration might have been, it co~nplied wit11 the rules and 
regulations prescribed by the ~netropolitan governments. In coniparison, a niil itary nilel-recognises 
no restrictions on Iiis autliority. Besides, he rules lasgely by adlninistrative fiats and in nlost cases 
without recourse to tlie due process of law. 111 Zaire, for instance, a tiiere wish of president Mobutu 
acquired the force of law. In Ghana, the NRC (National Reforniation Co~incil) headed by Colonel 
Aclieampo~ig passed a Subversion Decree in JLIIY 1972 which 111ade punisliable witli setros1,ective 
effect any attempt at organising or inciting anyone to strilce a sentence of fifeen to t11isty years of 
iiriprisonriient. Meanwhile, tlie Incidence of violence attending Ge~ieral Amin's rise to power reduced 
Uganda, in  the words ofthe Inlernational Commission of.lurists, into "a lawless state." 



The perfonnalice oftlie military reginies belies tlie hope tliat they can bring about any substantial 
improvenient in either tlie administratioil or society. That the soldiers, witli their orientation to 
"moder~iisation" would impart cohesiveness and unity to the nation dimmed as tribal or regional 
pulls began to make themselves felt in both the army and the administration. Also the ilicidence of 
corruption, wastage and mismanagetiie~it of public fillids has registered an upward curve under 
military rule. F L I I ~ ~ ~ I ;  since their primary concern has been the preservation oftlieir own hegemony 
as a privileged group, it seems ~111,Iikely that they can ever become an agent of social change. 

In spite ofpopular opposition to military rule, between 1960 and 1985 there were 13 1 atte~npted 
C O L ~ S  in Afi'ica, ofwliich 60 were successfuI! And three coiuitries liave Iiad six successfu'u tnilitary 
coups. Indeed, out oftlie 54 independent A.fiican coi~ntries, only six countries have not experienced 
an attempted or successfi~l cotp since they became independent. 

6.4 AUTWQRITARIAN REGIME 

One concl~~sioli that can be drawn is tliat whcther tlie stale is controlled by a dominant party or by 
a mi Iitary,/unllr, its central tendency is that it bccomes authoritarian as power atid influetice are 
personalised and centralised. The leaders rest explicitly 011 the pre-eminence of the  executive 
authority, ~ ~ s u a l  ly represented by tlie bureai~cracy, sonietimes by the party organisation. In an 
authoritarian regime the superiority of tlie executive, over the legislature and judiciary is well attested. 
Presidentialism, wlictliercivilian or ~iiilitary, reflects forliial shift ofpower from the legislature to 
the cliiet'executive. Tlie president enjoys a pre-eminent position and personal r~ l l e  prevails. 

An authoritarian regime is integrative for it consolidates diverse forces and gives initially authority 
and legitimacy to one person lo dolninate tlie policy process. Tlie autocrat do~ilinates tlie political 
system, comma~iding and managing rather than presiding and bargaining. An autlioritarian regime 
or personal n ~ l e  is an antithesis of institutional ised rule. Instead ofconstit~~tional rule and conventiol~s 
that eiTectively I inlit political power, systems of persolla1 rule are characterised by the degree of 
discretion perniitted by tlle ruler, and by a dynamic interplay of  personal authority and powec 

! 

How then did the authoritarian reginie establ'isli its ibotliold in h e  post-independent period ofnation- 
building in Africa1? Given that African societies \yere  riddled witli ethnic divisions and havingtlze 
potelitial for real and grave cotiflict.  hey needed to be governed with a fir111 and steady hand. ' 

Accordi~ig to nationtilist. fooniiulation, democratic liberties w o ~ ~ l d  only inflame ethnic rivalrie~~stimi~late 
etlinic sub-national telidencies tliat had happened in several countries during the run up to 
independence atid pose a danger to nation-state or national integration. Tlie authoritariati alternative 
proved appealing for another reason. By hsteriiig national integration and mail~taining domestic 
tranq~~illity, African states expected to be spared tlie ~ L I ~ I I O L I S  Fillancia1 and manpower expelises of 
trying to p ~ ~ t  out etlinic f res once they liacl bee11 lit by deniocratic liberties. The savings could tllen 
be i~tilised to respond to pressing social needs. Furtliennose, it ws?s'suggested tliat democracy was 
alien to, Iience inconipatible witli, traditional A.fiicaii political culture ill which tlie chiefs O ~ C O L I I I C ~ ~ S  

ofelderse~i~bodied tlie collective interest and decided for their people. 

But autlioritarianisni failed to produce either the developmental outcomes it had promised or the 
national unity and integration. Indeed, forty years of autlioritarianis~i~ failed to produce a single case 
ofa develop~iielitalist regime (growth with development) as Taiwan, ICorea, and China or even 
authoritarian growth regirnes (growth without deveiopment or welfare) as Brazil under tlie military 
junta. Instead, a1 I that African rieo-patri~~ionialism managed was to nurlure Autlioritarian State 
Elite Enriclinient Regimes (ASEEs), ofwliicl~ the pliltocratic Mabutir state was only the most 



celbbrated example. The latter type of authoritarian regime produced neither growth nor welfare; 
its main aim was the enrichment ofthe elite with monopoly control ofthe state. It was often based 
on erratic autocratic rule by a supreme leader whose actions may not have made much sense when 
judged against the standards of formal development goals preferred by the state but are perfectly 
rational from the perspective of patron-client list politics. 

By tlie late 1980s, the authoritarian regimes had turned out to be disasters. Instead of  economic 
growth, Africa had been reeling fsom a decade or Inore of bad policies, bad government, natural 
disasters (devastating drought and bush fires in tlie 1970s) and a series of external shocks- 
unfavourable world market conditions for psi~nary commodities and two devastating oil price hikes 
at both ends ofthe 1970s. The resultant economic failures and political instability pushed African 
states into being intel-national recipient offunds, making the continent ripe for external co-option of 
its policy making by international financial institutions, most notably the IMF and the World Bank. 
Thus, virti~al ly all the African countries wcre forced to embrace a new economic ideology, which 
represented at the satiie time a fi~ndamental shift in econoniic policy-making fsom state ownership 
and central economic planning to neo-liberal econotiiic orthodoxy. The new policy framework, 
called Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPS), had been mandated in return for balance ofpayments 
and other policy suppol-ts. 

6.5 PLURALIST REGIME 

A decade after the end ofthe Cold War, virtually all the African countries are experiencing a fluid 
and unpredictable political situation. The party and rnilita~y regi~nes face popular discontent throughout 
the continent. Masses of people are agitating for political pluralisln and have expressed their protest 
against the establ isl~ed orde~; oppression, chronic poverty and consequent misery. United, they 
have risen to reject oppressive rulers and their slogans. Increasingly, democracy, multi-pasty 
governance and popular participation have beco~iie do~ni~rant themes in all disci~ssions--econo~nic 
and political. 

Democracy and better governance came in a big way on the African agenda in tlie late 1980s. 'The 
Kliartourn Declaration of 1 988 specifically cal led for the guarantee ofbasic individ~~al fieedorn and 
democratic participation 10 ensure accountability on tlie part ofthose in authority. In 1986, the 
African Charter on Huliian and People's Rights came into force after ratification by about 40 
countries. An impostant addition to these efforts was the 1990 Arusha Declaration embodied in tlie 
Aliaican Cliarter for Popular Participation in Development and Transformation, whicli received 
widespread endorsement of tlie OAU. The Aruslia Declaration had put forward a proposal to 
African governments for democl-atisation, popular participation and better governance. Tliese 
declarations coincided witli the changes in Eastern Europe and tlie Soviet Union. The Westeni 
powers, which had been aiding tlie authoritariati reginles because oftheir pro-Western stance, 
have now amended their Afiicapolicy. They now insist on political Iiberalis~n and "good governance". 

The impact of the collapse of Con~munist regimes under the pressure of mass demonstration and 
mass action encouraged the anti-government forces in Africa to rebel. The upsurge for change 
first appeared in the West African state oFBenin in 1989 and steadily gained ~nolnentuln in the 
following years until it swept through vi~-tuaIly a1 I African countries. In the early 1990s it acquired 
the proportions of a storm that has shalten regiliies and irsliered in political pluralisni in Gabon, 
Congo, Mali, the Centsal Afiican Repnblic,  amc croon, ~ i g e l ;  T O ~ O ,  Zaire, Sao Tome and Principe, 
Cape Verde, Somalia, Ghana, Burltina Faso, Zambia and Kenya. African political scientists have 



called the decade of the 1990s Africa's Second Libercrlion or ASrica's Second Independence. 
These ternis reflect important political changes that have take11 place in Africa during this decade. 
In the 1980s, only five African countries held conipetitive electiot~s: Botswana, Gambia, Mauritius, 
Senegal, and Zimbabwe. However in the 1990s, 40 African countries held lnilltiparty elections that, 
according to international observers, were fi-ee and fair. 

Violent protests in countries I ilte Gabon, Cameroon, Cote d'lvoire, l,iberia, Kcnya, Somalia, Zaire 
and others reflect spontaneity and outrage at tlie monopolisatioii of power by civilian and military 
autocrats. Protests were also against tlie amassing ofpcrsolial wealth throng11 col-rz~pt and dishonest 
practices and compradorial activities. 

The quick change tias been encrgised by coniples n11d diverse elements. The Western powers: 
which liad not been critical ofthe one-party and the 111ilitary regi~iics in Afiica before the fall ofthe 
socialist onc-party systeni in Europe, had now taltcn LIP tlie cluestion of pluralisation of African 
politics. The Bretton Woods institutions closely li~~lccd thcir development aid to heavily dependent 
African states witli the iritrod~~ctio~i oflnulti-party systcm. 

What are tlie factors that contributed to tiiis movement towards pluralist regimes? 

6.5.1 Internal Factors 

Demc~nd.fi>l- HZ.IMZCIM Riglits clnd Participrrtion: Citizcris in most African countries expressed 
llieir dissatisfaction with governnients that were corrupt and not responsive to the needs ofthe 
people. 

CivilSociety: The concept ofcivil society applies to all public organisations that are not directly 
engaged in politics. Public organisations ofcivil society include religious orga~~isations-cli~~rches, 
Iiiosques, synagogiles-educatioh institutions, service clubs (Rotary, Lions, Leag~le of Women Voters), 
professional organisations and trade unions. A vibrant civil society is important to de~nacracy. 

The combination of opposition from groups i i i  civil society witli the'voices of ordinary citizens 
provided a powerful expression for detnocracy and responsive govern~~~eilt tl~to~lghout Africa. 

6.5.2 International Factors 

Denzocrclcy i17 Ec1sleri7 Ez,~.ope: 111 the late 1980s, the Soviet Uilion and the coimtries of Eastern 
Europe ilnherwent a transition to democratic goveniment. 

Democrcrcy in Enstand15'oulh Easter17 Asicr: D~lring tlie sanie period, countries in East and South 
East Asia that liad authoritarian governments also underwent a transition to democracy. 

De~nocracy World Over: 'The global movements Ibr Deniocracy provided strong enconragenient 
to citizens in Afi-icari coiuitries who were working for more democratic systems in their countries. 

EndoJthe Cold Wur: Both super powers helped t create atid maintain sollie of the most tin- 
democratic governments in post-colonial Africa. WII $) 1.1 the Cold War ended around 1990, the United 
States and the Soviet Union no longer had any reason to support their forinel-allies. Consequently, 
authoritarian governmetits in Africa failed to resist iiiternal forces for democratic change. 

In analysing the new situations in Afiica in tlie last decade, three scenarios emerge. First, the 
deniaiid for pli~ralistn is a de~nocratic claim. Second, simultaneously, this deniand is against the 



state and is not linked to the struggle against neo-colonial dominance. Third, the ~nulti-party formula 
is by no means a panacea, an end in itself and therefore, its mere practice is not expected to ensure 
democratic performance, social and economic development and an end to colruption. 

6.6 SUMMARY 

In this Unit we have tried to discuss different types of regimes operating in Africa in an historical 
context. Almost all Afiican countries that gained independence in the 1960s started out with multi- 
party systems but only Botswana and Gambia could retain this system. Others became wnitary or 
r:);litary regimes. It was claimed that multiparty systems were not traditional and too far removed 
'From people to be democratic. Also, many parties were religious or ethnic in nature. In contrast, a 
one-party system would not have to spend energy on staying i~ I power but focus on development. 
Reasons for a inilitary talteover were the incapacity of many governments to effectively meet 
social and econo~nic needs ofthe countries and stop ethnic rivalries but the military governments 
too, could not meet the basic needs of people. Authoritarian rule as an alternative to nlilitary rule 
was appealing because it was felt that ethnic rivalries could be controlled and attention focused on 
more pressing needs. But authoritarianism too failed by the 1980s. Anti-government forces rebelled 
and by 1990s, forty African countries held multi-pasty elections leading to pluralist regimes. It 
senlains to be seen ifthis regi~ne will live up to the hopes and expectations ofthe people. 

6.7 EXERCISES 

1) What were the arguments put forth in defence ofa unitary regime by the promoters of such a 
regime? 

2) Elucidate the factors responsible for the emergence of authoritarian regimes in Africa? 

3) What factors were responsible for change of regime from one-party or the military to a multiparty 
regiine in Africa? 

4) What are the fears and uncertainties associated with a pluralist regime? 




