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ABSTRACT

This is an examination of the existential gap between procedural democracy and governance outcome in
the continent of Africa since after the 1990s. Its core argument is that despite the fagade of electoral
democracy that has become widespread across Africa, its operations is to a large extent procedural as it
lacks the required essence of substantive governance. Elections at best function as political rituals that
merely serve as a political legitimizing tool rather than a mechanism for development that is accountable
to the people. The study situates this to serious structural deficits that include poverty, weak state capacity
that paves the way for elite capture, inequality, and neo-patrimonial systems of governance. It also argues
that external pressures particularly those that arise from conditionalities erected by donor agencies
disguised as global legitimacy incentives have further strengthened compliance with procedures as
opposed to the encouragement of structural transformation. From a comparative standpoint and following
post 1990 democratisation trajectories of African states, the conclusion of the article is that elections in
environments with structural limitations tend to produce democracies that can at best be described as
symbolic rather than substantive governance.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Post-Cold War transitions and the global expansion of the third wave of democratisation towards the
end of the twentieth century brought about very significant political transformations across the continent
of Africa. From its early inception in the 1990s, with few exceptions, several states in Africa jettisoned
military dictatorships and one-party systems to opt for multiparty elections, civilian governance, and
constitutional rule. In most of the continent of Africa, democratic reforms took over and were introduced
by way of political liberalisation, electoral transitions, constitutional conferences, and institutional
restructuring. As authoritarianism lost its political legitimizing flavour as a result of the pressures arising
from economic hardships, which made it difficult for governments to meet the basic expectations of the
people, domestic agitation, and international demands for political reform gave rise to the preference for
elections as the acceptable mechanism for political legitimacy and change of leadership on the continent
of Africa (Makinda, 1996; Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015).

Democratic transitions of the 1990s received widespread praise across the continent as the
commencement of a new political era for the continent of Africa. Donor institutions, international
organisations, and scholars saw the spread of electoral democracy as a huge departure from the old order
of authoritarian governance, political repression, centralised rule that hitherto characterised much of
postcolonial Africa, and military intervention. The coming into the political scene of opposition political
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parties, competitive elections, constitutional reforms, and civil liberties to a large extent heralded the
institutionalisation of liberal democratic governance across Africa. As a result of these developments, the
early twenty-first century ushered in an era where multiparty elections had become a normal political
reality in most of Africa, while the attraction of military dictatorships had significantly waned compared
to the period immediately after post-independence (Lynch & Crawford, 2011; Cheeseman, 2015;
Diamond, 2015; Freedom House, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

No doubt, there has been tremendous expansion with respect to procedural democracy; notwithstanding,
the level of democratic transformation that was expected to reflect in governance systems on the continent
of Africa has remained limited. The conduct of elections across Africa has become regular, yet it has not
produced any appreciable progress in bringing about substantive democratic outcomes with respect to
institutional transparency, the rule of law, accountable governance, socio-economic development,
effective service delivery to the people, and citizen participation, as these have remained weak in several
states. The fact that poverty, elite domination, corruption, political exclusion, insecurity, and institutional
fragility have remained constant denominators is a testament to the unfortunate reality that the
institutionalization of elections has not automatically resulted in substantive democratic governance. With
few exceptions, democratic procedures exist side by side with weak state institutions, persistent socio-
economic inequalities, and governance crises (Cheeseman, 2015; Diamond, 2015; International IDEA,
2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical distinction between substantive democracy and procedural democracy within the broader
framework of structural political economy is the anchor upon which this study stands.

The framework facilitates the analysis and explanation of why the expansion of electoral democracy
across the continent of Africa since the 1990s has not regularly, over time, resulted in effective
governance, socio-economic transformation, citizen empowerment, and accountability. Procedural
democracy highlights institutional arrangements that include constitutions, formal democratic rules,
multiparty systems, and elections. Substantive democracy, on the other hand, is concerned with practical
outcomes of governance that include equality, social justice, institutional effectiveness, accountability,
inclusion, and improvement of citizens' lived experiences. The core theoretical argument of this study is
that putting in place institutions of democratic procedures alone is not enough for the consolidation of
democracy, especially where the underlying socio-economic and structural foundations required for
substantive governance remain fragile (Diamond, 1999; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014;
Diamond, 2015; International IDEA, 2024).

In the discourse of democratic theory, the distinction between substantive democracy and procedural
democracy is quite important. Procedural democracy is mostly about minimalist and institutional
conceptions of democracy, as in the work of Joseph Schumpeter (1994), who defined democracy along
the lines of a competitive means by which political leaders are selected via elections. Embedded in this
definition is the notion that democracy is principally a political arrangement in which political actors
acquire decision-making power through periodic electoral competition. This clearly highlights the role of
formal democratic institutions such as political parties, regular elections, majority rule, constitutional
order, and legal procedures, as opposed to social or economic outcomes occasioned by governance
systems (Schumpeter, 1994; Diamond, 1999; Przeworski, 2019).

The post-Cold War democratisation period gave procedural democracy its prominence as many African
states during the era adopted multiparty elections and constitutional reforms as emblems of democratic
transition. Electoral competition, political pluralism, civilian rule, and adherence to constitutional
procedures became the measure of democratic success. As a result, the conduct of regular elections
became the cardinal cynosure for the evaluation of democratic progress across the continent of Africa
after the 1990s. Diamond (1999) stated that Western governments, international institutions, and donor
agencies started equating democratisation with electoral transition and formal institutional reforms.
Although this procedural conception contributed significantly to democratic transitions, contemporary
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scholarship argues that elections alone cannot guarantee democratic consolidation without corresponding
improvements in institutional quality, state capacity, and democratic accountability (Diamond, 1999;
Carothers, 2002; Cheeseman, 2015; Lithrmann & Lindberg, 2019; International IDEA, 2024).

Critics of procedural democracy have argued that the reduction of democratic governance to mere
electoral processes and institutional formalities was an oversimplification of a more complex issue.
Substantive democracy involves more than the procedural conduct of elections, as it includes socio-
political and economic conditions that are essential to the politics of inclusion and public accountability.
Substantive democracy should provide assurances for the protection of the people's political freedoms,
strengthen institutional accountability, promote social justice, enhance the welfare of the citizenry, and
ensure that all individuals and groups are given a sense of belonging in the governance process.
Democracy's worth extends beyond the occurrence of regular elections because governance structures
should, in every sense, serve the aspirations, interests, and rights of the people. The people are at the
centre of the entire purpose of governance, which is not merely symbolic but substantive (Dahl, 1971;
Sen, 1999; Diamond, 2008; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014).

The conceptualization of democracy from a substantive frame is closely associated with participatory and
social democratic traditions, which have as their core argument that democracy must address structural
inequalities and make deliberate efforts to redress power imbalances within society. Dahl (1971) argues
that democratic systems require not only political competition but also the widening of political space to
increase political participation and institutional responsiveness. In a similar vein, Sen (1999) contended
that the evaluation of the effectiveness of democracy is a function of its ability to expand human freedoms
and opportunities beyond the mere existence of electoral frameworks. This suggests that political
procedures are important in the evaluation of democratic governance, but that democratic assessment goes
beyond procedures to include the extent to which citizens experience development, socio-economic
inclusion, accountability, and genuine freedom. Contemporary democratic scholarship continues to affirm
that democratic quality depends not merely on electoral competitiveness but equally on institutional
performance, inclusion, accountability, and the protection of fundamental rights (Dahl, 1971; Sen, 1999;
Diamond, 2008; Coppedge et al., 2023; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

Several states on the continent of Africa have adopted democratic constitutions, civilian governments, and
multiparty elections since the inception of the third wave of democratisation. Notwithstanding, the story
has largely remained unchanged, as these democratic institutions have not brought about any significant
and consistent effective governance, economic development, political inclusion, or institutional
accountability. With few exceptions, corruption, poverty, elite domination, fragile public institutions,
electoral violence, state fragility, and elections coexist. As a result, African democracies oftentimes
display strong procedural traits but fragile substantive outcomes, thereby making the state vulnerable to
elite manipulations (Cheeseman, 2015; Diamond, 2015; International IDEA, 2024; V-Dem Institute,
2025).

The argument of this study is that the persistent failure of governance across most African states is not
something that can be adequately explained by analysing how democratic institutions function in
isolation. It argues that this inability stems from the fact that democratic outcomes are strongly forged by
broader structural conditions woven deep into the political economy of African states. As such, the article
adopts a structural political economy approach to bring understanding and shed light on why procedural
democracy cannot sufficiently generate substantive governance outcomes across the continent of Aftrica
(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Cheeseman, 2015; Coppedge et al., 2023).

This approach highlights the fact that the operations of political institutions are situated within broader
socio-economic structures that determine their effectiveness and sustainability. The point made here is
that democracy is not a mere product of electoral procedures or constitutional design but one that is
shaped by institutional, material, and social conditions that provide the foundational support upon which
political systems depend. This takes its bearing largely from the modernisation thesis as put forward by
Lipset (1959), when he argued that stable democracy is heavily connected with socio-economic
development involving education, urbanisation, industrialisation, and the emergence of a robust middle
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class. For Lipset, the social conditions necessary for democratic stability stem from economic
development through the instrumentality of keeping extreme inequality within tolerable limits, enlarging
the political process to increase participation, and reinforcing institutional legitimacy. Contemporary
scholarship has continued to affirm that state capacity, inclusive institutions, and socio-economic
development remain critical determinants of democratic resilience and consolidation (Lipset, 1959;
Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Boese et al., 2022; International IDEA, 2024).

The argument put forward by Lipset stands out in the sense that it is relevant to understanding the
limitations of democracy on the continent of Africa. Socio-economic challenges including poverty,
inequality, weak educational systems, unemployment, and limited industrial transformation have
remained persistent experiences across Africa. They are structural deficits that have become clogs
undermining democratic participation by weakening the institutional foundations ordinarily required to
support substantive governance. In climes where mass poverty and economic insecurity are rife, electoral
politics often becomes exposed to vote-buying, ethnic mobilisation, patronage, and manipulation by
political elites. This does not take away from the fact that elections may be conducted regularly; however,
citizens often do not possess the socio-economic capacity required to hold their leaders accountable or
engage meaningfully with governance processes. As a result, formal democratic procedures remain
visible, while substantive democratic outcomes remain weak (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman,
2015; International IDEA, 2024).

The perspective of structural political economy is further strengthened by the institutional analysis of
Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2012), who argued that there is a fundamental nexus between economic
and political institutions. Their argument is premised on the grounds that inclusive political institutions
are essential for sustainable democratic governance because they distribute political power broadly across
society and act as a safeguard against elite domination. On the other hand, extractive institutions
concentrate and preserve power in the hands of a narrow elite who leverage their privileged access to
exploit state resources and maintain political control. In climes where extractive institutions dominate,
elections alone are not sufficient to guarantee governance characterised by social justice and equality
because political elites manipulate institutions in order to preserve existing patronage structures and
power relations (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006, 2012; North et al., 2009; Fukuyama, 2014).

This is the situation across most of Africa, where political systems are largely influenced by neo-
patrimonial networks, personalized power structures, and elite capture. This is not to say that democratic
institutions do not formally exist—they do—but political authority still frequently operates through
patron-client relationships, informal networks of resource distribution, and elite alliances. Competition in
the political sphere is mainly centred on access to state resources as opposed to political contestations
based on ideology or policy alternatives. The conduct of elections under such conditions often reinforces
elite dominance rather than producing substantive democratic transformation (Manning, 2005;
Cheeseman, 2015; Kelsall, 2018; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

A similar position on the matter is held by Fukuyama (2014), who argued that for democracy to function
effectively, there must exist simultaneously accountable governance structures, strong state institutions,
and the rule of law. This position is premised on the contention that successful democratic systems are a
function of three interconnected pillars, namely the rule of law, state capacity, and democratic
accountability. The argument further maintains that in climes where state institutions are fragile,
democratic procedures cannot perform effectively due to the lack of institutional capacity on the part of
government to implement policies, provide public services, and enforce laws. Under such conditions, the
regular occurrence of elections has no significant impact on governance outcomes, as they remain poor
because of institutional fragility and weak administrative effectiveness (Fukuyama, 2014; Acemoglu &
Robinson, 2012; Diamond, 2015; Liihrmann & Lindberg, 2019).

The institutional perspective put forward by Fukuyama provides important insights into the African
democratic experience. The adoption of electoral democracy since the post-Cold War transitions was not
followed by any significant corresponding institutional development. The states where electoral
institutions were introduced were already challenged by weak judicial systems, politicized security
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institutions, fragile bureaucracies, limited administrative capacity, and corruption. As a result, the
institutionalisation of democratic procedures was not supported by the development of strong governance
structures capable of sustaining substantive democratic outcomes. Elections became mere symbols
embedded in the political process to function as legitimizing agents, while governance crises continued
(Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015; International IDEA, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

Structural Political Economy as the Integrative Analytical Framework

The reason for the adoption of structural political economy as the core analytical framework has to do
with the fact that it provides clarity with respect to how it comprehensively explains the continuous gap
that exist between procedural democracy and substantive democratic governance across Africa. This
perspective is intentional about not viewing constitutions, political parties, elections, or democratic
institutions as independent determinants of democratic success, it rather positions these democratic
determinants as factors that operate within historical, socio-economic, and institutional climates that play
key roles in determining how they operate, and their effectiveness. The foundational argument here is that
the operations of democratic institutions does not function in isolation. How well or badly they perform,
is a function of the structural realities within which they are wrapped in. As a result, to understand how
good or bad democratic governance becomes, efforts must be made to go beyond the mere examination of
electoral procedures alone to include the analysis of the interaction between political institutions, socio-
economic conditions, patterns of power distribution, state capacity, and historical legacies (Acemoglu &
Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; North et al., 2009).

The important element about this perspective is that it is a rallying point between major theoretical
traditions that serve as the pillar upon which this study rests. Lipset’s (1959) thesis on modernisation
shows that there is a connection or positive link between stable democratic governance and favourable
socio-economic conditions, including the emergence of a middle class that is politically independent,
education, urbanisation, economic development, and industrialisation. His argument is a confirmation that
supportive structural foundations such as institutional legitimacy, broad based political participation, and
encouraging political moderation, are required for democracy. This is not oblivious of the fact that there
are studies that have questioned the deterministic interpretation of modernisation theory, there are recent
empirical evidence that suggest that socio-economic development is still closely linked with institutional
effectiveness, democratic resilience and survival (Boese et al., 2022; Coppedge et al., 2023).

Acemoglu and Robinson (2012) put forward the institutional political economy perspective which
compliments the position of Lipset by focusing attention away from economic development alone to the
character of political and economic institutions. They distinguished between extractive and inclusive
institutions using it to provide clarity with respect to explaining the reasons why nations with comparable
electoral systems mostly experience significantly different outcomes in governance. Their perspective
was able to provide a lucid explanation as to how the element of distributive justice is dominant in
inclusive institutions which significantly distribute economic and political opportunities across society,
strengthen the participation of the public in activities that concern them, limit uncontrolled exercises of
political authority, and encourage accountability. While extractive institutions is characterised by the
concentration of power and resources in the hands of a small group of elites who use this advantage to
manipulate the political processes so as to continue holding on to power. In a situation such as this, it is
only logical for democratic procedures to most likely continue to operate formally without actual
substantive democratic governance. This is because the existence and operations of formal democratic
institutions mainly serve the interest of elites and not that of the masses. This perspective is a reflection of
what happens in many Africa nations where formal democratic institutions exist side by side with
informal systems of clientelism, patronage, and elite manipulations via the instrumentality of state
capture.

Institutional theory perspective put forward by Fukuyama further boosts the analytical framework of this
study as it demonstrates that democratic legitimacy is a function of the simultaneous existence of three
pillars that support one another and not merely upon electoral competition. These mutually supporting
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pillars are the rule of law, effective state capacity, and democratic accountability (Fukuyama, 2014). This
entails that elections alone cannot produce effective governance especially in situation where
governments does not have the institutional capacity to make policies, implement these policies as well as
enforce its own laws, provide essential public services, and regulate the political processes and
competitions. For democratic institutions to be able to translate electoral legitimacy into governance
performance, the administrative machinery of government as well as the bureaucracy, must be strong,
judicial systems must be effective, and the security institutions must not be politicised. As a result,
without capable state institutions, procedural democracy is mostly prone to producing governments that
have electoral legitimacy but without effective governance.

These three theoretical perspectives when considered together, is able to provide a smooth flowing
structural explanation for the tension that exist within democratic systems between the inherent demand
for the need to protect individual freedoms and minority rights and the rising demand for majority rule
that have characterised the continent of Africa in contemporary times. Acemoglu and Robinson provided
explanation regarding the institutional incentives that determine the inclusive or extractive character of
political power; Lipset was concerned with the importance of socio-economic foundations; while
Fukuyama was engaged in demonstrating that state institutions are central in translating democratic
legitimacy into governance effectiveness. Each theory brings clarity in the sense that they combine to
explain different components of one extensive structural process. What this imply is that as a whole, each
theory demonstrates that successful conduct of elections alone is not sufficient to understand democratic
consolidation but that it is important understand the significant role played by the interaction between
political incentives, socio-economic development, state effectiveness, and institutional quality.

As an integrative perspective, it is bolstered by scholars on African political economy. The position of
Cheeseman (2015) is that there are several democracies on the continent of Africa that have shown the
existence of significant electoral competitiveness while at the same time limited or challenged by
institutional weakness, informal networks of political authority, and patronage politics. The position of
Resnick and van de Walle is not different from that of Cheeseman when they argue that in most of Africa,
democratic governance have most often been forged by uneven institutional development, socio-
economic inequalities, and elite bargaining, and these elements in different ways, influence governance
outcomes not minding how regular elections are held. The International IDEA (2024), United Nations
Development Programme (2023), and the V-Dem Institute (2025) made a comparative assessment which
points to the fact that though important, improvements in electoral competition alone have not
consistently produced effective institutions, improved quality of governance, a socio-economic order that
is inclusive, and accountable to the people across most of Africa. This is where the structural political
economy perspective finds a firm empirical base upon which this study stands.

The idea of this study is that substantive democracy and procedural democracy are mutually related
despite the analytical difference between the foundational principles and institutional elements of
democratic governance. Substantive democracy has more to do with the assessment of how democratic
institutions are able to generate effective public administration, inclusive political order, socio-economic
development, accountable governance, improvement of the welfare of the masses, and protection of the
rights. While procedural democracy is about establishing those democratic institutional mechanisms by
which governments are constituted. The structural political economy framework establishes that there is a
relationship between the two dimensions and that it is the broader structural conditions that stand in the
middle as the mediator. The point made here is that in climes where institutional fragility, weak state
capacity, inequality, neo-patrimonial politics, and corruption persist, procedural democracy becomes a
mere emblem as it cannot be associated with democratic consolidation if it cannot even deliver the most
basic of expectations of its people. On the flipside, where there are effective state institutions, political
and economic institutions are largely inclusive and participatory, socio-economic inequalities are within
tolerable limits, and therefore in a better position to pressure government to be more accountable to its
people and in turn more likely to frustrate manipulative tendencies of elites and therefore better
positioned to generate substantive democratic outcomes.
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This study is not a rejection of the place and significance of procedural democracy rather it is aimed at
demonstrating that constitutional designs and regular elections represent but only one dimension of
democratic development. For democratic governance to be sustainable there must be in place, supportive
structural conditions that can transform electoral legitimacy into effective governance. This study is a
fusion of institutional political economy, modernisation theory, state capacity theory, and the position of
scholars on current African political economy into one broad analytical framework to bring clarity in a
comprehensive manner such that the inconsistencies that distinguish democracy and governance in Africa
in the twenty-first century are detailed enough to paint a clear picture of the contemporary political
realities and governance outcomes.

This study adopts the structural political economy framework and does not agree with the assumption that
elections alone are sufficient indicators of democratic success. On the contrary, it argues that democracy
needs to be understood as both a procedural and a substantive phenomenon. Procedural democracy is
concerned with institutional form, while substantive democracy highlights governance outcomes and
citizens' everyday lived experiences. The effectiveness of democratic institutions is largely a function of
the broader structural environment within which they operate. In climes where socio-economic injustices
are pronounced, institutions responsible for regulating and balancing the political system are weak, and
political systems have been overrun by patronage networks, procedural democratic frameworks are
unlikely to bring about meaningful democratic governance (Dahl, 1971; Sen, 1999; Acemoglu &
Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Coppedge et al., 2023).

In Africa, structural challenges such as inequality, weak institutions, ethnic fragmentation, poverty,
corruption, neo-patrimonial politics, and unemployment undermine the transformative potential that
elections should ordinarily deliver. These realities distort healthy political competition, weaken
accountability, and rob the system of the benefits of an inclusive democratic process, such that elections
become mere periodic electoral rituals lacking substantive governance transformation. As a result,
democratic legitimacy becomes largely procedural rather than developmental (Adejumobi, 2000;
Manning, 2005; Cheeseman, 2015; Resnick, 2022; International IDEA, 2024).

By implication, this theoretical framework argues that democratic consolidation on the continent of Africa
requires more than the institutionalisation of elections and constitutional procedures. It further asserts that
sustainable democracy is a function of broader structural transformation that includes institutional
strengthening, reduction of social inequalities, economic development, the creation of inclusive political
and economic institutions, and the expansion of state capacity. It is important to address these structural
conditions to ensure that procedural democracy remains connected to substantive governance outcomes
(Lipset, 1959; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Diamond, 2015; Boese et al., 2022).

The structural political economy framework therefore provides an analytical foundation for understanding
the reasons why elections have failed to produce substantive governance across much of Africa. It
explains that democratic deficits on the continent involve more than failures of electoral administration or
constitutional design; they also reflect deep-seated structural contradictions within the political economy
of African states since the colonial period. Consequently, the framework enables this study to undertake a
deeper analysis of the relationships between democratic procedures, structural conditions, and governance
outcomes across the continent of Africa (North et al., 2009; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Cheeseman,
2015; Coppedge et al., 2023; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

METHODOLOGY

This is a qualitative analytical research design that relies mainly on secondary data sources to support the
examination of the reasons why procedural democracy on the continent of Africa most often fails to
produce substantive governance outcomes. This approach is geared towards providing an in-depth
interpretive understanding of the nexus between structural deficits, democratic institutions, and
governance outcomes across states on the African continent, and that is why this approach is appropriate
for this study. Relying on statistical measurements alone would not present the full picture; hence, the
emphasis on contextual analysis, institutional examination, historical interpretation, and comparative
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political inquiry so as to provide clear explanations of the contradictions that exist between substantive
governance performance and procedural democratic expansion in Africa (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin,
2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006).

This study is firmly based on a structured comparative case study design. This methodology is
particularly adopted for this research because it affords the researcher the ability to make a systematic
examination of the similarities and differences that exist among states on the African continent operating
under different institutional, socio-economic, and political conditions. By making comparisons, the study
is able to identify the structural variables that determine whether procedural democratic institutions
transform into substantive governance outcomes. Approaching the study from a comparative framework
also enables it to go beyond making generalized assumptions about democracy in Africa through a critical
examination of how different structural environments shape democratic performance across the continent
(George & Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2017; Yin, 2018).

The noticeable distinction of this study falls into two broad categories of African states. The first category
has to do with relatively stable and institutionally functional democracies, including Botswana,
Seychelles, Mauritius, and Cabo Verde. They represent African states that have demonstrated
comparatively higher levels of institutional continuity, governance effectiveness, political stability,
electoral credibility, and democratic consolidation within the African context (Bratton & van de Walle,
1997; Cheeseman, 2015; Mo Ibrahim Foundation, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025). This position is not
oblivious to the fact that these countries cannot be said to be entirely free from democratic challenges;
however, they have shown considerable evidence of stronger institutional capacity, more effective public
administration, relatively more stable democratic systems, and lower levels of political violence (Freedom
House, 2024; International IDEA, 2024).

The second broad category of noticeable distinction has to do with weak or failed democratic systems that
include states such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the Central African Republic
(CAR), Somalia, and Burundi. They are states characterised by varying degrees of political instability,
conflict, weak governance structures, corruption, institutional fragility, limited democratic consolidation,
and state legitimacy that is frequently contested. These states reflect the fact that, despite the occurrence
of periodic elections in most of them, democratic governance has not yielded significant outcomes
because of structural deficits such as insecurity, economic underdevelopment, elite domination, and state
fragility (Englebert & Tull, 2008; Cheeseman, 2015; Fund for Peace, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

The comparative element implicit in this study necessitated the intentional and purposive selection of
these cases because they represent contrasting democratic trajectories within the continent of Africa. This
is to clearly show the role structural conditions play in influencing the relationship between procedural
democracy and substantive governance. The cases selected give the study analytical diversity without
losing the main argument of the study. The evidence shows that in relatively stable democracies,
democratic institutions receive support from comparatively stronger governance structures, while in
fragile democratic systems, procedural democratic mechanisms coexist with deep-seated structural
weaknesses. The explanatory strength of the study is therefore enhanced through the adoption of the
comparative case study approach (George & Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2017; Yin, 2018).

This study relies heavily on secondary data given that the historical, political, institutional, and socio-
economic processes examined have been extensively discussed and documented by several scholarly and
policy sources. Academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, governance assessments, policy reports,
historical documents relating to democracy, political development, state capacity in Africa, governance,
institutional publications, and reports produced by international organisations such as the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), Mo Ibrahim Foundation, Transparency International, the African
Union, Freedom House, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), International
IDEA, the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Institute, and the World Bank constitute the major sources of
data for this study (UNDP, 2023; Transparency International, 2024; Mo Ibrahim Foundation, 2024;
International IDEA, 2024; World Bank, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).
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Some of the advantages of using secondary data are that it gives the researcher extensive access to
historical and comparative information across several states on the continent of Africa spanning different
time periods and, in this instance, from the post-1990 democratisation period to the present. Secondary
data also has the capacity to facilitate broad comparative analysis through the integration of diverse
interpretations from scholars of different persuasions, institutional assessments, and governance
indicators. Similarly, documentary sources improve the depth of analysis of the study, as they enable the
researcher to examine governance outcomes, democratic processes, and structural conditions from diverse
perspectives (Johnston, 2017; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Bowen, 2009).

Qualitative content analysis was adopted as the principal method of data analysis. This method makes the
systematic interpretation of textual materials possible, as it helps to identify recurring themes, patterns,
conceptual relationships, and institutional dynamics that are relevant to the objectives of the study.
Content analysis provides clarity to themes such as institutional capacity, neo-patrimonialism, political
inclusion, accountability, electoral democracy, poverty, corruption, citizen empowerment, inequality,
governance effectiveness, and state fragility (Schreier, 2012; Elo et al., 2014; Bengtsson, 2016).

The analytical process entails the careful examination and categorisation of scholarly works and
documentary evidence that deal with democratic governance on the continent of Africa. As regards data
interpretation, the study relies on the broader theoretical framework of procedural democracy in contrast
to substantive democracy, as well as the structural political economy approach adopted for the study. The
analysis highlights how underlying structural factors such as institutional strength, state capacity, and
socio-economic conditions influence the ability of democratic procedures to bring about substantive
governance outcomes (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Cheeseman, 2015; Coppedge et
al., 2023).

It is important to state the fact that the study also embraces a historical-analytical dimension that helps to
situate Africa's democratic experience within a much broader historical and postcolonial setting. This
historical perspective is important because, without it, present-day governance challenges on the continent
of Africa cannot be fully understood. Hence, the study makes reference to colonial state formation,
economic dependency, structural adjustment policies, the post-Cold War democratisation process, and
post-independence authoritarianism. In a nutshell, the study is a critical examination of how historical
structures have persistently shaped democratic institutions and governance outcomes on the continent of
Africa (Young, 1994; Mkandawire, 2015; Cheeseman, 2015; Cooper, 2019).

For the purpose of ensuring analytical rigour and validity, the study draws evidence from several
scholarly and institutional sources. Information from governance reports, comparative political studies,
institutional assessments, and academic literature is examined to minimise bias while strengthening the
credibility and reliability of the findings. The study also maintains consistency in its conceptualisation of
procedural democracy and substantive democracy throughout the analysis through the triangulation of
evidence from multiple authoritative sources (Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018).

The study acknowledges some limitations associated with secondary data research. Since the study relies
on scholarly works and institutional reports, it depends largely on the scope, interpretations, and accuracy
of available sources. There is the possibility that some governance indicators and institutional assessments
may differ with respect to methodology or ideological orientation among reporting organisations. It is
also important to mention that the selected case studies cannot fully represent the complexity and
diversity of all states on the African continent. Notwithstanding, the adoption of the comparative
qualitative approach remains appropriate because statistical generalisation is not the objective of the
study; rather, the objective is analytical explanation and theoretical interpretation (George & Bennett,
2005; Gerring, 2017; Yin, 2018).

The study therefore provides a comprehensive qualitative understanding of the reasons why elections on
the continent of Africa have continued to fail to enthrone substantive governance outcomes despite the
expansion of procedural democracy since the 1990s. The comparative examination of relatively stable
democracies and fragile democracies is an effort to demonstrate that effective democracy is not dependent
solely on the existence of elections and formal institutions but also on the broader structural conditions
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that guide their operation (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Cheeseman, 2015; Boese et
al., 2022; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

Analytical Framework

The analytical framework of this study principally provides clarity by explaining the reasons why, despite
the widespread adoption of procedural democracy on the continent of Africa, substantive democratic
governance has consistently failed to emerge. It is based on the clear distinction made between procedural
democracy, which comprises elements such as constitutions, multiparty systems, elections, and other
formal democratic institutions, and substantive democracy, which highlights equality, citizen
empowerment, accountability, and effective governance. When viewed from the perspective of structural
political economy, it becomes clear that the core argument is that democratic outcomes are shaped not by
the mere existence and operation of formal democratic institutions but largely by the broader socio-
economic and political conditions surrounding their operation. The study therefore examines four key
structural variables, namely state capacity, elite structure and governance behaviour, poverty and national
wealth, and inequality (Lipset, 1959; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Cheeseman, 2015;
Coppedge et al., 2023).

State capacity has to do with how effectively formal democratic institutions are able to assert themselves
in relation to implementing policies and regulating democratic processes and political actors through the
delivery of public services, the enforcement of laws, and the maintenance of public order. Fukuyama
(2014) argues that elections, irrespective of how regular they are, cannot guarantee democratic success
where capable state institutions are absent. This is premised on the fact that fragile judicial systems,
ineffective public administration, and weak bureaucracies compromise the capacity of government to
perform effectively and, by extension, place public trust and democratic legitimacy at risk. This connotes
that effective state capacity constitutes the crucial link between democratic procedures and substantive
governance (Fukuyama, 2014; North et al., 2009; Diamond, 2015; Lithrmann & Lindberg, 2019).

Another variable is elite structure and its connection to governance behaviour, bearing in mind the
persistent influence of neo-patrimonialism across much of Africa. Neo-patrimonialism has to do with the
interaction between formal democratic institutions and informal networks of patronage, clientelism, and
personal rule. Under such conditions, state institutions are often too weak to withstand manipulation by
political elites engaged in the struggle to retain political power and control state resources rather than
promote substantive public welfare. According to Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2012) and Bratton and
van de Walle (1997), corruption, elite capture, ethnic patronage, and weak accountability structures
substantially undermine democratic effectiveness. Consequently, there is often no positive correlation
between the regular occurrence of elections and the responsiveness or inclusiveness of governance
(Cheeseman, 2015; Resnick, 2022; Coppedge et al., 2023).

Thirdly, the framework highlights the place of poverty and national wealth. Democratic institutions
require adequate resources, and this is largely a function of economic development, which provides the
material foundation necessary for democratic sustainability through improved living standards, stronger
state institutions, deliberate investment in education, and enhanced political legitimacy. On the other
hand, widespread poverty heightens citizens' vulnerability and creates opportunities for political
manipulation and transactional politics, thereby reducing elections to mechanisms for the exchange of
short-term material benefits rather than instruments of democratic accountability. As a result, African
states with relatively stronger economic foundations and greater capacity to mobilise and manage national
resources tend to demonstrate comparatively stronger governance outcomes than states characterised by
persistent economic fragility. This illustrates the close relationship between economic development and
democratic quality (Lipset, 1959; Sen, 1999; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; United Nations Development
Programme [UNDP], 2023; World Bank, 2024).

Another significant variable in this framework is inequality. It remains one of the principal constraints on
substantive democracy because it concentrates both political and economic power in the hands of a few
elites while systematically limiting the ability of large segments of the population to participate
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meaningfully in the political process. When socio-economic inequality is allowed to persist, it encourages
vote-buying, elite domination, clientelism, and patronage politics, thereby reducing democratic
accountability and political equality to insignificant levels. According to Lipset (1959), and further
developed by Acemoglu and Robinson (2006, 2012), societies characterised by lower levels of inequality
are more likely to sustain stable and inclusive democratic systems than highly unequal societies marked
by elite capture and extractive institutions. Contemporary comparative evidence equally demonstrates that
high levels of inequality continue to weaken democratic accountability, institutional legitimacy, and
inclusive governance across many developing democracies (Boese et al., 2022; Coppedge et al., 2023;
International IDEA, 2024).

In a nutshell, the position of the framework is that democracy on the continent of Africa rests not only on
procedural democratic institutions but also on the structural conditions that shape their operation. The
level of inequality, the strength of economic development, the ability of accountability mechanisms to
constrain political elites, and the effectiveness of state institutions collectively determine whether
procedural democracy stands a better chance of producing substantive democratic governance (Lipset,
1959; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Boese et al., 2022). On the other hand, where these
conditions are fragile, irrespective of the array of democratic institutions in place, governance failures
persist, thereby limiting the transformative potential of democracy (Cheeseman, 2015; Coppedge et al.,
2023; International IDEA, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

CONCLUSION

The study concludes that the reason why procedural democracy has not guaranteed substantive
democratic governance on the continent of Africa is the persistence of structural socio-economic deficits,
donor-driven democratisation, weak state capacity, and elite capture. This is despite the fact that
democratic institutions and elections have become widespread while operating within an environment
characterised by inequality, institutional weakness, poverty, and predominantly neo-patrimonial politics
(Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Cheeseman, 2015; Coppedge et al., 2023).
As a result, the most common outcome in such democratic systems is electoral legitimacy without the
expected minimum democratic deliverables such as social inclusion, sustainable democratic development,
accountability, institutional effectiveness, and good governance (Diamond, 1999, 2015; Fukuyama, 2014;
International IDEA, 2024; V-Dem Institute, 2025).

This explains why it is essential for the deeper structural challenges confronting African democracies to
be addressed if democracy is to advance beyond mere compliance with procedural prescriptions that fail
to generate meaningful governance outcomes across the continent. For substantive democratic governance
to emerge, deliberate efforts must be made by governments to ensure that democratic institutions are
supported by strong socio-economic foundations, capable state institutions, inclusive political and
economic structures, and effective accountability mechanisms that can sustain democratic consolidation,
good governance, and expanded political participation (Lipset, 1959; Sen, 1999; Acemoglu & Robinson,
2012; Fukuyama, 2014; Boese et al., 2022; UNDP, 2023; World Bank, 2024).
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