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INTRODUCTION

The topic of this presentation, “Some Reflections on Democracy and 
Development,” is a slight modification of one of the three topics proposed to 
me a little over a month ago. My primary objective is to provide a personal 
professional viewpoint on the subject while pointing out issues for debate and 
discussion. After the definitions of democracy and development that follow, 
I provide a brief commentary on the debate in the development literature on 
the link between democracy and development (Part Two). Next, I review the 
experiences of selected countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) with regard 
to democratic practice and development performance (Part Three). The 
paper ends with some concluding observations.

DEFINITIONS OF DEMOCRACY
 
Based on the definitions of democracy in the development literature, I would 
argue that the following principles have become broadly accepted world-
wide as tenets of democracy: freedom of speech and association and of the 
press; respect for the rule of law and equality of all before the law; free, fair, 
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and transparent elections; and respect for human rights. When a country is 
called “a democracy” or “democratic,” the government that emerges, and 
that can be replaced through periodic free and fair elections—whether it 
is a presidential or parliamentary system or a mix of the two—is normally 
expected to respect the other democratic principles. The core democratic 
institutions usually featured are a legislature that is responsible for law-
making, an executive responsible for policymaking, and an independent 
judiciary that interprets and applies the law, and puts constraints on the 
exercise of executive power. A free media, referred to in some countries as 
the “fourth estate,” is widely acknowledged as a key democratic institution. 
In most countries, the above principles and institutions are enshrined in a 
constitution (basic law) with varying degrees of details 

DEFINITIONS OF DEVELOPMENT

Development can be defined in a general sense as the enhancement of the 
quality of life of citizens: meeting the basic needs for food, shelter, good 
health and education, and a general sense of well-being. A more broadly 
gauged definition is as follows: “The challenge of development in the 
broadest sense, is to improve the quality of life … Especially in the world’s 
poor countries, a better quality of life generally calls for higher incomes… It 
encompasses as ends in themselves better education, higher standards of 
health and nutrition, less poverty, a cleaner environment, more equality of 
opportunity, greater individual freedom, and a richer cultural life.”1 

Another broadly gauged definition with insightful elaborations on almost 
all the elements in the World Bank’s definition is provided in Amartya Sen’s 
Development as Freedom. Finally, two initiatives sponsored by the United 
Nations during the last two decades provide very broad definitions of 
development: Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), adopted at the turn of 
the century, and its successor, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
adopted in 2015 and effective from January 2016 (see Appendix A). Drawing 
on all these definitions, the development performance of a country is used 
in this paper to refer specifically to a country’s progress in growing the 
economy, reducing poverty, assuring security, and moving toward prosperity 
for all its citizens. 

In recent decades, the term governance has featured prominently in the 
literature on democracy and development, especially when the focus is on 
the link between the two. The following definition of governance provided by 
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the World Bank and cited widely in the literature is adopted in this paper: 
“the manner in which the state acquires and exercises its authority to 
provide public goods and services.”2 The core elements of governance on 
which there is a broad consensus overlap significantly with the principles 
of democracy provided earlier: rule of law, civil liberties (including human 
rights), electoral legitimacy (governments elected through free, fair, and 
transparent elections held as and at when due), state capability (ensuring 
well-functioning public services), accountability and transparency, and 
corruption level. This is the major explanation for the emergence and use of 
“democratic governance” in the literature to underscore the link between 
democracy and governance. The definition of democratic governance 
provided in Box 1 highlights the linkages of democracy to governance and 
development.

BOX 1: GOOD GOVERNANCE - FOR WHAT?

From the human development perspective, good governance is democratic gover-
nance. Democratic governance means that:
• People’s human rights and fundamental freedoms are respected, allowing 

them to live in dignity.
• People have a say in decisions that affect their lives.
• People can hold decision-makers accountable.
• Inclusive and fair rules, institutions and practices govern social interactions.
• Women are equal partners with men in private and public spheres of life and 

decision-making.
• People are free from discrimination based on race, ethnicity, class, gender or 

any other attribute.
• The needs of future generations are reflected in current policies.
• Economic and social policies are responsive to peoples’ needs and aspirations.
• Economic and social policies aim at eradicating poverty and expanding the 

choices that all people have in their lives.

Source: United Nations Human Development Report 2002 3
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PART TWO

LINK BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT

“…across scores of countries and centuries of history, democracy has promoted 
growth far more effectively than any other political system”

- The Economist (London), August 27, 1994

The literature on the link between democracy and development is largely 
dominated by two debates: (i) whether or not democracy is necessary for 
development and (ii) whether a country needs to achieve good development 
performance before becoming democratic, or the reverse, that is, become 
a democracy before achieving good development performance. The 
interesting point about an intrinsic value of democracy, that is, democracy 
as a good in its own right, is not examined in this paper. Without specifically 
reviewing the two debates—there are numerous books, journal articles, 
and dissertations on the subject—the relationship between democracy and 
development will first be examined through an overview of the linkages of 
rule of law and electoral legitimacy (two of the key elements of democracy) 
to the development process. Then, I will summarize the evidence in support 
of the assertion of The Economist (cited above) that democracy promotes 
[economic] growth “far more effectively than any other political system.”

RULE OF LAW

There is a growing literature on how judicial independence and judicial 
efficiency contribute to improved development performance. The main 
points highlighted are the following: judicial inefficiency is bad for litigants 
and for economic prosperity; inability to enforce and protect legal rights 
(especially property and contractual rights) undermines economic growth, 
while effective enforcement tends to attract foreign direct investment. 
Overall, good judiciaries enhance economic development. Two pertinent 
illustrations of the strong linkage between rule of law and development are 
provided by the Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto and the American 
economist Mancur Olson. 

In two influential studies, de Soto develops the thesis that an efficient, 
inclusive legal system preceded rapid development in industrialized 
countries.4 Specifically, de Soto advocates for a mass program of giving 
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full legal protection to the de facto property rights held informally by poor 
people, that is, converting their informal property rights (with respect to land 
and housing) into formal legal rights. According to him, this transformation 
would enable the poor owners of property to use their assets as collateral 
for loans that might be used to start small businesses. Reforms along these 
lines have been implemented in Peru and El Salvador in Latin America. 

According to Olson, it is the same legal system that enforces property rights 
and contracts that also helps to ensure respect for individual [human] 
rights.5 He adds that an economy in which people have rights is more 
sustainable than one in which individual rights are denied. A counterfactual 
is the evidence of good economic performance linked to enforcement of 
property rights and contracts where there is a poor record with respect to 
human rights, for example, Pinochet’s Chile and the authoritarian regimes 
in East Asia in the 1970s and 1980s. However, Olson’s thesis about the 
linkage of sustainable economic development to respect for property rights 
and enforcement of contracts on the one hand and respect for individual 
rights on the other is confirmed by recent trends in the same countries. 
In each country (to varying degrees), the legal system now simultaneously 
enforces property rights and contracts and ensures respect for individual 
rights. 

ELECTORAL LEGITIMACY 

The significance of electoral legitimacy is that the government that emerges 
through free, fair, and credible elections is expected to be accountable 
to the citizens that have entrusted the exercise of political authority to 
it. In turn, the citizens who, through their votes, have determined who 
governs them (this includes using their votes to remove non-performing 
governments) are also expected to demand accountability from their rulers. 
The combination of rulers who are accountable to their citizens and citizens 
who demand accountability from their rulers is generally considered as one 
of the key ingredients for accelerating national development. It is not by 
accident that in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), Botswana and Mauritius, which 
have been characterised longest by electoral legitimacy, have been widely 
acknowledged as good development performers over the past several 
decades.

However, it is important to acknowledge the good development performance 
of some Asian and Latin American countries that lacked electoral legitimacy 
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in the 1970s and 1980s (for example, Chile, Indonesia, South Korea, and 
Taiwan) and yet recorded impressive development performance, measured 
by the considerable proportion of their populations that “graduated” from 
poverty. But it was also the case that countries in Africa and Latin America 
that lacked electoral legitimacy recorded poor development performance at 
about the same time (for example, Benin, Guinea, and Bolivia). Significantly, 
since the mid-1990s, electoral legitimacy, in the sense of reliance on 
establishing governments through free and fair elections, has become widely 
accepted across developing and transition countries in Africa, Asia, Latin 
America, and Central and Eastern Europe as a crucial factor in achieving 
good development performance. 

DEMOCRACY PROMOTES DEVELOPMENT

A detailed exposition and affirmation of the assertion of The Economist 
cited above is provided in the widely praised book by Daron Acemoglu and 
James Robinson, Why Nations Fail.6 Strikingly, the focus of the authors is 
on the simultaneous, not sequential, evolution of political and economic 
institutions: “The central thesis of this book is that economic growth and 
prosperity are associated with inclusive economic and political institutions 
while extractive institutions typically lead to stagnation and poverty.”7 And 
they add that there is a “dynamic positive feedback between inclusive 
economic and political institutions.”8 The inclusive political institutions 
featured in the book are broadly the same as those labelled as democratic 
institutions in the Introduction, notably, rule of law, electoral legitimacy, and 
freedom of the press. Given the authors’ position that “inclusive political 
institutions… tend to create inclusive economic institutions,” the abundant 
evidence in their book can be cited to support the viewpoint that democratic 
institutions promote development.9

Regarding SSA countries (excluding South Africa), the economic 
institutions inherited at independence were predominantly extractive: 
the economic resources were extracted for the benefit of the colonizing 
powers (Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, and Portugal). However, in the 
decade or so preceding political independence in many of the countries, 
political institutions became partially inclusive to varying degrees and 
this, in turn, often resulted in the introduction of some inclusive aspects 
in the economic institutions. Indeed, the political leaders who championed 
national independence in many countries promised their fellow citizens 
both freedom (independence) and “life more abundant” (development). 
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Freedom of the press was one of the democratic principles that colonial 
powers partially respected early, and it was a vital instrument in the struggle 
for independence in some SSA countries (for example, Ghana, Guinea, 
and Nigeria). During the immediate decade preceding independence, the 
constitutions negotiated between the British and French colonial powers and 
nationalist leaders included provisions on rule of law, freedom of speech and 
association and of the press, and periodic free and fair elections. (This was 
not the case in the Belgian, German, and Portuguese colonies). However, 
there is strong evidence that, in practice, neither the British nor the French 
set good examples of democratic practice. Citizens from Britain and France 
were more equal under the law than the Africans; freedom of the press was 
not consistently respected; and transition-to-independence elections held 
in some countries were alleged to have been rigged, in varying degrees. 

At independence, then, there was no institutional tabula rasa (blank slate) in 
SSA countries.10 Therefore, the question about whether democracy should 
come before development or vice versa did not really arise. The inherited 
political institutions were characterized by varying degrees of inclusion, 
while the economic institutions were largely extractive. A good illustration 
of the mixed colonial heritage is provided by Nigeria, which was cited in the 
Western media from time to time in the early 1960s as a “democracy.” The 
negotiated constitution for the country in 1954 established a federation with 
political institutions that had significant inclusive aspects: both political 
power and national resources were shared between the central and regional 
governments; there were constraints on the exercise of political power at 
both the federal and regional levels through elected assemblies; there was 
respect for basic freedoms and a free press; and there was a decent level of 
respect for the rule of law that protected citizens’ rights as well as property 
rights. Furthermore, there were well-functioning public services at the 
federal, regional, and local government levels. As predicted by Acemoglu 
and Robinson, the country was fairly prosperous during that period; by the 
mid-1960s, the poverty level was only about 25 percent. An illustration of 
the experience in one of the country’s three regions is summarized in Box 2. 
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BOX 2: SIMULTANEOUS POLITICAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT IN WESTERN NIGERIA IN THE 1950S

Chief Obafemi Awolowo, who was the premier of Western Nigeria in the 1950s, 
championed self-government (freedom) for the region and promoted “life more 
abundant” for all citizens. Under his leadership, the region recorded remarkable 
progress with respect to socio-economic development, notably “freedom from 
ignorance” (free universal primary education); “freedom from disease” (free health 
care for all children up to age 18 and one hospital for every administrative district 
in the region); and “freedom from want” (agricultural development and provision of 
water, roads, etc.). The key success factors were a combination of quality leader-
ship (both political and technocratic), well-performing political and administrative 
institutions, and public participation through voluntary sector organizations such 
as community-based organizations and religious institutions.

Source: Author

Close to six decades after independence in the majority of SSA countries, 
there is considerable variation in their report cards with respect to the 
evolution of political and economic institutions. Specifically, the institutions 
in many countries have been negatively impacted, to varying degrees, by one 
or a combination of the following: military coup d’états, conflicts (including 
civil wars), and authoritarian rulers. In part three below, we provide a review 
of the experiences of selected countries.

PART THREE 

DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE AND DEVELOPMENT 
PERFORMANCE—SELECTED COUNTRY EXPERIENCES

The post-independence experiences of twelve selected SSA countries are 
reviewed by distributing them along a continuum: the combination of good 
democratic practice and good development performance is at one end (G) and 
the combination of poor democratic practice and poor development performance 
is at the other end (P) (see Diagram 1).

The twelve selected countries are: Botswana, Cameroon, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Republic of Congo, Rwanda, 
Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe. The selection of the 
countries is influenced largely by a deliberate choice of a mix of Anglophone 
and Francophone countries and representation of each of the four sub-
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regions of SSA (Central, Eastern, Southern, and Western), as well as the 
author’s convenience. To a reasonable extent, I am familiar with each 
country’s post-independence political and economic development record.11 
I undertook development work in all the countries during my career in the 
World Bank (1987–2004). Also, in addition to my home country, Nigeria, I 
have had recent development work experience in four of them: Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and Zimbabwe.

DIAGRAM 1: DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE AND DEVELOPMENT 
PERFORMANCE CONTINUUM

INSERT DIAGRAM 1 HERE

Notes
G   countries: Botswana, South Africa, and Ghana
P countries: Nigeria, Cameroon, Zimbabwe, Republic of Congo, and   
Democratic Republic of Congo
M  countries: Rwanda, Senegal, Kenya, awwnd Tanzania

Based on the 2016/2017 snapshots of the twelve countries with respect to four 
measures that cover various aspects of democratic practice and development 
performance (see Box 3), three groups are identified: top performers that 
are on the G side of the continuum; poor performers that are on the P side 
of the continuum; and the medium performers that straddle the middle (M) 
of the continuum. The four proxies used for measuring performance are: 
(1) Ibrahim Index of Africa Governance (IIAG) of the Mo Ibrahim Foundation; 
(2) Global Prosperity Index of Legatum Institute; (3) Human Development 
Index (HDI) of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP); and (4) 
Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of Transparency International (TI).12
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BOX 3: NOTES ON IIAG, PROSPERITY INDEX, HDI AND CPI

Ibrahim Index of African Governance—The categories are: Safety and Rule of Law 
(personal safety, national security, accountability, rule of law); Participation and 
Human Rights (participation, rights and gender); Sustainable Economic Opportu-
nity (infrastructure, public management, business environment; rural sector); and 
Human Development (education, health and welfare). 
Global Prosperity Index—The sub-indices are: The Economic Quality (openness of 
economy, macroeconomic indicators, foundations for growth and financial efficiency); 
The Business Environment (entrepreneurial environment, business infrastructure, 
barriers to innovation, and labour market flexibility); Governance (effective 
governance, democracy and political participation, and rule of law); Education 
(access to education, quality of education and human capital); Health (basic physical 
and mental health, health infrastructure, and preventative care); Safety and Security 
(national security and personal safety); Personal Freedom (national progress 
towards basic legal rights, individual freedoms, and social tolerance); Social Capital 
(strength of personal relationships, social network support, social norms, and 
civic participation); Natural Environment (the quality of the natural environment, 
environmental pressures, and preservation efforts).
Human Development Index—A composite index to measure average achievement 
in three basic dimensions of human development: health (longevity—life expectancy 
at birth), education (literacy rate and combined gross enrolment ratio), and income 
(GDP per capita).
Corruption Perception Index—CPI scores and ranks countries by their perceived 
levels of corruption in the public sector as determined by expert assessments 
and opinion surveys. “The lower-ranked countries in our index are plagued by 
untrustworthy and badly functioning public institutions…systemic grand corruption 
violates human rights, prevents sustainable development and fuels social exclusion…
Higher-ranked countries tend to have higher degrees of press freedom, access to 
information about public expenditure, stronger standards of integrity for public 
officials, and independent judicial systems.” “Corruption is a major cause of poverty 
as well as a barrier to overcoming it." 

Sources: Websites of the respective organisations
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COMBINATION OF GOOD DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE AND GOOD 
DEVELOPMENT PERFORMANCE

Based on the measures adopted as proxies for good performance in this paper 
(see Box 3 and Tables 1 and 2), Botswana is the country with the best report 
card among the twelve selected countries: second out of fifty-four countries 
in IIAG, high scores in both the Prosperity Index and CPI (60 percent score 
and thirty-fifth out of 176 countries) and a medium HDI makes it one of the 
top three performers with respect to these measures in SSA. Adamolekun 
and Philip Morgan reviewed Botswana’s “pragmatic institutional design” 
and concluded that political and economic institutions were contributing 
to both democratic strengthening and socio-economic development.13 
Furthermore, Acemoglu and Robinson cite Botswana among the examples 
of countries that enjoy prosperity because of a virtuous circle of inclusive 
political institutions that support inclusive economic institutions.14 Botswana 
is also the only African country cited for good development performance in 
The Growth Report: Strategies for Sustained Growth and Inclusive Development 
(2008)—it is one among only thirteen countries worldwide that recorded 
sustained high growth (7 percent and above) for twenty-five years or longer 
during the second half of the twentieth century.15 

TABLE 1
RANKINGS OF TWELVE SELECTED SSA COUNTRIES IN IBRAHIM INDEX OF AFRICAN 

GOVERNANCE, PROSPERITY INDEX, HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX 
AND CORRUPTION PERCEPTION INDEX

Countries 2016 IIAG
(Ranking 
Total = 54; 
and Score 
Total = 100)

2016 
Prosperity 
Index Ranking
(Total = 147)

2016 HDI
(Ranking 
Total = 188; 
and Score 
Total = 1)

2016 CPI
(Ranking 
Total =176; 
and Score
Total = 100)

Botswana 2nd (73.7) 54th 108th (0.698) 35th (60)
Cameroon 38th (45.7) 127th 153rd (0.518) 145th (26)
Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

46th (35.8) 145th 176th (0.435) 156th (21)

Ghana 7th (63.9) 87th 139th (0.579) 70th (43)
Kenya 12th (58.9) 97th 146th (0.555) 145th (26)
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Nigeria 36th (46.5) 135th 152nd (0.527) 136th (28)
Republic of 
Congo

42nd (43.0) 130th 135th (0.592) 159th (20)

Rwanda 9th (62.3) 88th 159th (0.498) 50th (54)
Senegal 10th (60.8) 106th 162nd (0.494) 64th (45)
South Africa 6th (69.4) 48th 119th (0.666) 64th (45)
Tanzania 18th (56.5) 109th 151st (0.531) 116th (32)
Zimbabwe 39th (44.3) 119th 154th (0.516) 154th (22)

TABLE 2 
COMPARATIVE RANKINGS OF TWELVE SELECTED SSA COUNTRIES IN IBRAHIM INDEX 
OF AFRICAN GOVERNANCE, PROSPERITY INDEX, HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX AND 

CORRUPTION PERCEPTION INDEX

Countries 2016 IIAG 2016 
Prosperity 
Index

2016 HDI 2016 CPI

Botswana 1st 2nd 1st 1st
South Africa 2nd 1st 2nd 3rd 
Ghana 3rd 3rd 4th 5th
Rwanda 4th 4th 10th 2nd
Senegal 5th 5th 11th 3rd
Kenya 6th 6th 5th 9th
Tanzania 7th 7th 6th 7th
Nigeria 8th 10th 7th 8th 
Cameroon 9th 9th 8th 9th
Zimbabwe 10th 8th 9th 10th 
Republic of 
Congo

11th 11th 3rd 12th 

Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

12th 12th 12th 11th 

South Africa and Ghana rank next in performance: they are sixth and 
seventh respectively in the IIAG, and they are in the same medium human 
development category as Botswana. South Africa’s Prosperity Index ranking 
is slightly higher than Botswana’s, while Ghana’s ranking is among the 



13

AFRICAN PEACEBUILDING NETWORK | LECTURE SERIES ADAMOLEKUN | DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA

top ten highest in SSA. Both are among the few SSA countries with CPI 
scores over 40 percent, with the majority scoring less than 30 percent. 
Post-apartheid South Africa has apparently progressed from the extractive 
political and economic institutions of the apartheid era to progressively 
embrace more inclusive institutions since the mid-1990s. In particular, its 
judiciary has a reputation for fearlessness and efficiency. Ghana’s political 
and economic institutions were impacted negatively by military regimes 
that ruled at intervals between 1966 and 1992, but the institutions became 
progressively inclusive beginning in the mid-1990s.16 Since then, power has 
changed hands constitutionally three times (2001, 2009, and 2017), which 
is evidence of electoral legitimacy. And there is broad respect for basic 
freedoms, including press freedom, while the judiciary is fairly independent 
and efficient. 

COMBINATION OF POOR DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE AND POOR DEVELOPMENT 
PERFORMANCE

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) is the country with the worst 
report card: 46th out of fifty-four in IIAG and the lowest score (36 percent) 
among the twelve selected countries. It also has the lowest score in both the 
Prosperity Index and HDI as well as the second lowest (21 percent) in CPI. 
At independence, DRC inherited highly extractive political and economic 
institutions. A combination of coup d’états, conflicts (including civil wars), 
and a succession of authoritarian rulers since the 1960s (excluding the brief 
six-month rule by elected prime minister, Patrice Lumumba) has resulted 
in more of the same. A reset was attempted in 2006 through a national 
conference involving elected representatives that adopted a constitution with 
provisions on basic freedoms, including press freedom; respect for the rule 
of law and equality of all before the law; free, fair, and transparent elections 
held as and at when due; and political decentralization with considerable 
powers and resources devolved to provincial governments. The incumbent 
president who won the 2006 elections has largely aborted the reset, notably 
through his “staying put” in power, in violation of the term-limit provision 
in the constitution (see Appendix B), and systematic flouting of the other 
constitutional provisions, including those on political decentralization.17

All the other four poor performers—Nigeria (36th), Cameroon (38th), 
Zimbabwe (39th), and Republic of Congo (42nd)—are in the bottom twenty 
of fifty-four African countries in the IIAG and they constitute the bottom 
five (with DRC) among the twelve selected countries (Table 2). Like DRC—
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Cameroon, Zimbabwe, and Republic of Congo have “stay put” presidents (see 
Appendix B), evidence of lack of electoral legitimacy, and disregard for rule 
of law. All four (along with DRC) constitute the bottom five in the Prosperity 
Index and CPI. The Republic of Congo bucks the trend with respect to HDI 
(Medium Human Development)—due largely to high income from oil and a 
small population—while the other three countries are in the Low Human 
Development category and they constitute the bottom four (with DRC) in 
Table 2. 

Nigeria deserves to be singled out as a country that has witnessed a decline. 
The fledgling democratic institutions that enabled the country to record 
some measure of prosperity in the immediate pre- and post-independence 
years were replaced by extractive political and economic institutions during 
close to three decades of authoritarian military rule between the mid-1960s 
and the late 1990s. The story is summarized in Box 4.

BOX 4: NIGERIA – A STORY OF DECLINE

The centralized federal system under military rule for close to three decades from 
1966 onwards was characterized by the concentration of power and resources 
at the center through military fiat, and the inclusive aspects of the political and 
economic institutions they inherited were progressively abandoned as successive 
military rulers exercised power without constraints. Political parties and elected 
assemblies were proscribed; military diktats were superior to the rule of law; there 
was progressive decline in the performance of public services; and corruption 
became institutionalized. Although there was noticeable economic growth (spurred 
largely by oil and gas), it was essentially a case of growth without development, as 
there was an increase in poverty level, estimated at about 65 percent by 1998, com-
pared to the low level (25 percent) recorded by the mid-1960s. The maintenance of 
a centralized federal system in the constitution that ushered in civilian rule in 1999 
has meant that the country’s political and economic institutions have remained in 
the extractive trajectory. Power and resources remain concentrated at the center, 
as was the case under the pre-1999 arrangements. The central government has 
extensive legislative powers compared to the limited legislative powers for the 
sub-national governments. Although political parties and elected assemblies have 
been maintained since 1999, real movement towards political institutions that have 
significant inclusive aspects has not taken place, as extractive characteristics have 
endured, notably a weak judiciary, weak public service institutions, and high-level 
corruption. Today, the poverty level in the country is estimated at close to 70 per-
cent.

Source: Author
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MEDIUM PERFORMERS

Rwanda, Senegal, Kenya, and Tanzania share, in varying degrees, features 
of the good and poor performers. They are all among the twenty good 
performers in the IIAG (9th, 10th, 12th, and 18th out of fifty-four) and each 
has a score above 50 percent, occupying the 4th, 5th, 6th, and 7th positions 
among the twelve selected countries. They also perform better than the five 
poor performers in the Prosperity Index and occupy the same positions, 
immediately below the top three. Rwanda and Senegal are poor performers 
in HDI (both are in Low Human Development category), and Kenya has a 
lower CPI score than Nigeria. Given the tragic genocide and its aftermath 
in the 1990s, Rwanda’s performance is undoubtedly impressive: 9th among 
fifty-four countries in the IIAG, 4th among the 12 selected countries in the 
prosperity Index and a CPI score of 54 percent, second only to Botswana. 
However, I would argue that having a “stay put” president (see Appendix B) 
who won 93 percent and 99 percent of votes in the country’s presidential 
elections in 2013 and 2017 respectively is indication that electoral 
legitimacy might be an issue and political leadership succession could 
become problematic in the not-too-distant future. This could undermine the 
sustainability of the country’s current ranking in democratic practice and 
development performance.

Of the three other medium performers, Kenya needs special mention with 
respect to problems relating to electoral legitimacy. Electoral contestation 
in 2007 resulted in the loss of hundreds of lives, and the presidential election 
held in September 2017 was annulled by the country’s Supreme court 
because it was flawed—“neither transparent nor verifiable.” It appears 
that the country’s strong rule of law, functioning political decentralization 
(considerable powers and resources have been devolved to counties with 
elected governors and assemblies), and broad respect for basic freedoms, 
including press freedom enshrined in its 2010 constitution, are likely to 
ensure continued maintenance of political institutions with significant 
inclusive aspects. Overall, then, Senegal and Tanzania could steadily remain 
as medium performers with some chance to move up to join the good 
performers while Kenya might remain a medium performer for longer. But 
the prospect of political instability in the medium term could see Rwanda go 
down to join the poor performers. 
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ADDITIONAL EVIDENCE: PEACE AND SECURITY 

The evidence in Tables 3 and 4 on peace and security (both are also taken into 
account in the Ibrahim Index of African Governance and the Global Prosperity 
Index, see Box 3) confirms, to a significant extent, the comparative rankings 
of the twelve SSA countries reviewed above. Botswana, with the best report 
card, ranks 2nd out of forty-four SSA countries in the Global Peace Index 
(GPI), and ranks 1st among the twelve selected countries. It also ranks 
highly in the World Internal Security and Police Index (WISPI)—47th out of 
127 and 1st among the twelve selected countries. 

Similarly, DRC, with the poorest report card, is 41st out of forty-four SSA 
countries in the GPI and ranks 12th among the twelve selected countries. And, 
it is 126th out of 127 countries covered in the WISPI. However, the scores of 
South Africa and Senegal would place them in a different performance group, 
if only the GPI and WISPI were used as proxies for measuring performance. 
Senegal would be in the good performance group while South Africa would 
join the medium performers. The bottom poor performers remain the 
same: Zimbabwe, Cameroon, Nigeria and DRC. The fifth, Republic of Congo 
has an incomplete record, while Nigeria is the second-worst performer. 
Nigeria’s very low rankings are due to the combined negative impact of 
Boko Haram terrorism since the late 2000s; the separatist agitation of the 
Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) in the Southeast, active since the early 
2010s; continued militancy in the Niger Delta; and recurrent loss of lives 
and destruction of property caused by herdsmen and kidnappers since the 
early 2010s.18

TABLE 3
RANKINGS OF SELECTED SSA COUNTRIES IN GLOBAL PEACE INDEX 

AND WORLD INTERNAL SECURITY AND PEACE INDEX

Countries 2017 GPI Ranking
(Total = 162)

2016 WISPI Ranking
(Total = 127)

Botswana 27th (2/44) 47th
Cameroon 130th (34/44) 120th 
Democratic Republic of 
Congo

153rd (41/44) 126th 

Ghana 43rd (5/44) 85th 
Kenya 125th (30/44) 125th
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Nigeria 149th (40/44) 127th
Republic of Congo 124th (29/44) N/A
Rwanda 113th (25/44) 50th
Senegal 60th (10/44) 68th
South Africa 123rd (28/44) 89th
Tanzania 54th (9/44) 110th 
Zimbabwe 127th (32/44) 103rd 

TABLE 4
COMPARATIVE RANKINGS OF TWELVE SELECTED COUNTRIES IN GLOBAL PEACE 

INDEX AND WORLD INTERNAL SECURITY AND PEACE INDEX

Countries GPI WISPI
Botswana 1st 1st
Ghana 2nd 4th
Senegal 4th 3rd
Rwanda 5th 2nd
Tanzania 3rd 7th
South Africa 6th 5th
Republic of Congo 7th N/A
Kenya 8th 9th
Zimbabwe 9th 6th
Cameroon 10th 8th
Nigeria 11th 11th
Democratic Republic of 
Congo

12th 10th

PART FOUR

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

Drawing on the issues raised in Part Two and the assessment of democratic 
practice and development performance in twelve selected SSA countries in Part 
Three, I would like to conclude with some observations on the following: link 
between the rule of law and electoral legitimacy, impact of military rule, the 
imperative of political decentralization, and the role of external actors.
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1. LINK BETWEEN RULE OF LAW AND ELECTORAL LEGITIMACY

In addition to the linkages of both the rule of law and electoral legitimacy 
to the development process highlighted in Part Two, the link between both 
deserves to be emphasized. When the principle of free and fair elections 
at periodic intervals that is provided for in a country’s constitution is 
disregarded or distorted, either through forced extension of term limits or 
through flawed elections, only a strong and independent judiciary is capable 
of enforcing respect for the constitution. This means that the supreme court 
or constitutional court (as the case may be) would have the responsibility to 
declare a forced extension of term limit illegal and nullify rigged elections. 
The Kenyan supreme court that annulled the country’s presidential election 
held in September 2017 on the ground that it was “neither transparent nor 
verifiable” demonstrated independence and fearlessness. This contrasts 
markedly with the rigged (“do or die”) presidential election in Nigeria in 2007 
that a manifestly weak judiciary upheld even when the elected president 
admitted that the election was flawed. It is also pertinent to mention the 
good example of Ghana, with its acceptance of the supreme court’s decision 
to uphold the result of the country’s 2013 presidential election that the 
failed candidate who had lost narrowly challenged. Public respect for the 
independence of the judiciary was the explanation for the outcome, more 
or less similar to the USA’s supreme court decision in 2000 to uphold the 
victory of George Bush in Florida—a verdict that was accepted by the failed 
candidate because of general public respect for the independence of the 
judiciary. 

2. IMPACT OF MILITARY RULE

Of the twelve selected SSA countries reviewed in this paper, four have been 
under military rule for varying periods since independence: Ghana, Nigeria, 
Republic of Congo, and DRC. (The special case of the Rwandan experience 
of a tragic genocide and its aftermath is excluded.) The strong evidence 
that African countries under military rule are, most often, characterized by 
extractive political and economic institutions that result in poor democratic 
practice and poor development performance is consistent with our conclusion 
that Nigeria, Republic of Congo, and DRC are poor performers. So, why is 
Ghana an exception? Leaving aside the extreme cases of the Republic of 
Congo and DRC, where the negative impact of military rule is compounded 
by the disease of “stay put” presidents, it is the difference between Ghana, 
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categorized as a good performer, and Nigeria, categorized as a poor 
performer, that needs to be explained. The fact that military rule lasted 
longer in Nigeria than in Ghana—close to three decades in the former and 
about two decades in the latter—is an important difference. Furthermore, 
the military rule experience in Nigeria included a thirty-month civil war 
during which both political and economic institutions were characterized by 
higher intensity of extraction. Notwithstanding these differences, Ghana’s 
achievement of significant inclusive aspects in its political and economic 
institutions in a little over two decades is remarkable. However, I would 
admit that there is need for a more rigorous comparison of the impact of 
military rule on the evolution of political and economic institutions in Ghana 
and Nigeria.

3. IMPERATIVE OF POLITICAL DECENTRALIZATION

Political decentralization is a governance problem in three of the twelve 
countries reviewed in this paper: DRC, Cameroon, and Nigeria. In the 
Nigerian experience, attention was drawn to an earlier era of effective 
political decentralization, which enhanced the inclusive aspects of the 
country’s political and economic institutions and contributed positively to 
development performance. Regarding DRC, with which I also have first-
hand experience (see endnote iv), political decentralization is a necessity, 
not a choice; it is a condition sine qua non progress towards inclusive 
political institutions cannot be achieved. In Nigeria, there is currently a 
strong demand for a return to some version of the political decentralization 
arrangement of the pre-military era—referred to variously as restructuring, 
devolution, or true federalism—and this includes an extreme agitation by 
the Indigenous People of Biafra for a separate state in Southeast Nigeria. In 
Cameroon, the Anglophone Northwest and Southwest (about 20 percent of 
the country’s population) are agitating for a separate “Ambazonia” state. All 
these demands for political decentralization and the existence of separatists 
appear to be reactions to varying degrees of exclusion, especially limited 
political participation—similar, in varying degrees, to current developments 
elsewhere in the world such as Catalan separatists in Spain and Kurdish 
separatists in Iraq.

4. ROLE OF EXTERNAL ACTORS 

Given the institutional heritages of Anglophone and Francophone countries 
highlighted in Part Two, it is not surprising that both the British and the 
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French have maintained interest, in varying ways and with varying results, 
in the post-independence evolution of political and economic institutions in 
their former colonies in SSA. Britain’s involvement in Anglophone countries 
is both bilateral (through the United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development, DFID) and within the framework of the Commonwealth (a 
world forum of former members of the British Empire), of which all the 
countries are members. Similarly, France’s involvement is both bilateral 
(through the French Development Agency) and within the framework of la 
Francophonie, a world forum of French-speaking countries of which all the 
countries are members.19 The Commonwealth’s Harare Declaration (1991) 
and la Baule Declaration of la Francophonie (1991) are similar in their 
advocacy for respect for democratic principles and the need to adopt and 
implement policies aimed at achieving good development performance.20

Beginning in the early 1990s, the bilateral involvement of both countries 
in advocacy for the combination of good democratic practice and good 
development performance was folded, in part, into the World Bank’s advocacy 
for good governance for Africa. The World Bank’s involvement followed its 
1989 publication, From Crisis to Sustainable Growth - Sub-Saharan Africa: A 
Long-Term Perspective Study, that contained the following:

Underlying the litany of Africa’s development problems is a crisis of governance [italics 
added]. By governance is meant the exercise of political power to manage a nation’s 
affairs. Because countervailing power has been lacking, state officials in many 
countries have served their own interests without fear of being called to account… 
The leadership assumes broad discretionary authority and loses its legitimacy…This 
environment cannot readily support a dynamic economy.21

In practical terms, the Bank’s concern with governance resulted in support 
for the strengthening of selected institutions, notably public (civil) services, 
courts, and legislatures (with emphasis on building capacity for legislative 
oversight). The concern also included promoting the establishment and 
functioning of anti-corruption institutions to help tackle the problem of 
state officials who serve their own interests “without fear of being called 
to account.”22 By the early 1990s, the Consultative Group (CG) for each SSA 
country, comprising its major bilateral donors and both the UNDP and the 
World Bank (with the latter as the convener) had turned advocacy for good 
governance into a virtual “political conditionality” as revealed in the Press 
Release issued by the Bank at the end of the CG on Malawi in 1991: “Donors 
reiterated that governance issues are central not only to progress in poverty 
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alleviation and human rights, but to the sustainability of Malawi’s economic 
reform program.” The Africa Development Bank (AfDB), too, had its own 
governance program with broadly similar objectives.23

To what extent have the interventions of the bilateral and multilateral 
donors helped to simultaneously promote democracy and development 
in SSA? Based on the twelve country experiences reviewed in this paper, 
I would affirm that the overall impact of the external actors was rather 
limited. Some bilateral donors, and especially the Commonwealth, made 
real contributions toward ending the apartheid system in South Africa, 
thereby ushering in the progress toward inclusive political and economic 
institutions from the mid-1990s onwards. Leaving aside this exceptional 
case, each country’s performance record—good, medium or poor—has been 
largely due to the internal dynamics of the forces for or against democracy 
and development.24
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APPENDIX A
MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS (MDGS)

AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS (SDGS)

MDGs SDGs
1. Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger

1. End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere 

2. Attain universal primary education 
in all countries by 2015

2. End hunger, achieve food security 
and improved nutrition and promote 
sustainable agriculture

3. Promote gender equality and 
empower women

3. Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all at all ages 

4. Reduce child mortality 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all

5. Improve maternal health 5. Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls

6. Combat HIV/AIDS and other 
diseases

6. Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation 
for all

7. Ensure Environmental Sustainability 7. Ensure access to affordable, 
reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all

8. Develop a global partnership for 
development

8. Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent 
work for all
9. Build resilient infrastructure, 
promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and foster innovation
10. Reduce inequality within and 
among countries
11. Make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable
12. Ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns
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13 Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts
14. Conserve and sustainably use the 
oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development
15. Protect, restore and promote 
sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and 
halt and reverse land degradation and 
halt biodiversity loss
16. Promote peaceful and inclusive 
societies for sustainable development, 
provide access to justice for all and 
build effective, accountable and 
inclusive institutions at all levels
17. Strengthen the means of 
implementation and revitalize the 
global partnership for sustainable 
development
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APPENDIX B
LONG-SERVING AFRICAN LEADERS

COUNTRY LEADER YEARS
Burundi Pierre Nkurunziza 2005 - 
Cameroon Paul Biya 1982
Chad Idriss Deby 1990 -
Democratic Republic of 
Congo

Joseph Kabila 2001 - 

Djibouti Ismael Omar Guelleh 1999 - 
Equatorial Guinea Teodoro Obiang 1979 - 
Eritrea Isaias Afwerki 1993
Republic of Congo Denis Sassou Nguesso 1979 -1992; 1997 -
Rwanda Paul Kagame 2000 - 
Sudan Omar al Bashir 1989
Togo Faure Gnassingbe 2005 -
Uganda Yoweri Museveni 1986 - 
Zimbabwe Robert Mugabe 1987 - 

Note: 
The five countries in bold are among the twelve reviewed in this paper. 
Robert Mugabe recently spoke of being on the “people’s throne”—a reference to Emperor 
Jean-Bédel Bokassa of Central Africa Republic, the first African leader on a “throne”. 
Source: BBC News, September 28th, 2017. Author has provided the comparison with 
Bokassa. 
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NOTES

1. World Bank, World Development Report: The Challenge of Development (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), 4. 

2. World Bank, Strengthening World Bank Group Engagement on Governance & 
Anticorruption (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2007).

3. United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2002: 
Deepening Democracy in a Fragmented World (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2000), 51.

4. Hernando de Soto, The Other Path: The Invisible Revolution in the Third World (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1987); Hernando de Soto, The Mystery of Capital. Why Capitalism 
Triumphs in the West and Fails Everywhere Else (New York: Basic Books, 2000).

5. Mancur Olson, “Dictatorship, Democracy, and Development,” American Political 
Science Review 87, no. 3 (1993): 567–576.

6. Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson, Why Nations Fail. The Origins of Power, 
Prosperity, and Poverty (New York: Crown Publishing Group, 2012).

7. Ibid., 91.

8. Ibid., 313.

9. Ibid., 364.

10. It is important to mention the various indigenous pre-colonial governance 
arrangements maintained across SSA countries in varying degrees through the 
colonial era. This constitutes further evidence in support of the assertion that there 
was no institutional blank slate in the countries at independence. They are not 
discussed in this paper. 

11. For example, there is a chapter each on Botswana, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, 
Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe in Ladipo Adamolekun (ed.), Public 
Administration in Africa: Main Issues and Selected Country Studies (Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press, 1999, and Ibadan: Evans Publishers Ltd. (2nd edition), 2011).

12. Each of the four selected proxies covers significant aspects of democratic practice 
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and/or development performance that are consistent, in varying degrees, with the 
definitions of democracy and development provided in this paper. 

13. Ladipupo Adamolekun and P. Morgan, “Pragmatic Institutional Design in Botswana: 
Salient Features and an Assessment," The International Journal of Public Sector 
Management 12, no. 7 (1999):584–603.

14. Acemoglu and Robinson, Why Nations Fail, 413. 

15. Commission on Growth and Development, The Growth Report: Strategies for Sustained 
Growth and Inclusive Development (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2008).

16. Across SSA, all military governments imposed extractive political institutions. 
Political power was won through the barrel of the gun; elected assemblies were 
proscribed together with political parties that were avenues for citizen participation; 
military diktats were superior to the law; and there was no respect for basic 
freedoms, including press freedom. The conditions that made possible significant 
development performance under some authoritarian rulers in South East Asia were 
unknown in SSA—The Economist (London) summed up those conditions as follows: 
“Economically successful authoritarian states have generally provided guarantees of 
respect for rule of law and property rights not through democracy, but through well-
run legal systems, an efficient bureaucracy and clear legislation” (May 22, 2004).

17. Over three years (2009–2011), I was involved in a program sponsored by the World 
Bank to support the DRC government in implementing the constitutional provisions 
on political decentralization. The prevailing political culture in the country was 
hostile to decentralization and the program failed to gain traction. 

18. The Nigerian Federal Government proscribed IPOB as a terrorist group in September 
2017.

19. Although a few Anglophone countries attend some of the meetings of la Francophonie, 
none has become a member, unlike Cameroon and Rwanda, which joined the 
Commonwealth in 1995 and 2009 respectively.

20. While at la Baule President Mitterrand asserted that there would be “no development 
without democracy and no democracy without development,” the Commonwealth’s 
Harare Declaration advocated simultaneous commitment to democratic principles 
and the adoption and implementation of policies that would ensure good development 
performance. 

21. World Bank, Sub-Saharan Africa: From Crisis to Sustainable Growth: A Long-Term 
Perspective Study (Washington, D.C: The World Bank, 1989).
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22. An important contribution of the World Bank to anti-corruption efforts in SSA and 
elsewhere was its 1997 publication, Helping Countries Combat Corruption (Washington 
D.C: The World Bank).

23. In November/December 2004, I participated in refining AfDB’s operational guidelines 
for implementing its governance program in African countries.

24. This verdict is based strictly on the impact of external actors on the outcomes 
recorded in this paper with respect to the twelve selected SSA countries. For 
example, Botswana’s good performance owes very little to external actors, just as 
the combined interventions of external actors have failed to help DRC improve its 
performance. 
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