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ABSTRACT 

This is an examination of Africa’s democratic consolidation, in this endeavour; it proceeds from a structural 

and socio-economic perspective. The core argument is that constitutional design and elections are essential 

and necessary however, not sufficient to sustain democracy without socio-economic foundations. The study 

contends that civic capacity, national wealth, redistributive equity, and middle class development are what 

make up the basic determinants of democratic stability. For clarity, the study employ the use of comparative 

evidence from African democracies that are relatively stable like Botswana, Cape Verde, Mauritius, and 

Seychelles, and weak or non-performing democracies like Central African Republic (CAR), Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC), Burundi, and Zimbabwe, to demonstrate the fact that the mere transplantation of 

institutions without putting in place the necessary supporting socio-economic development, can only 

produce procedural democracy and not a substantive one. The conclusion of the paper is that Africa’s 

democratic consolidation largely depends on socio-economic structures more than the design, erection or 

transplantation of democratic institutions alone. 

Keywords: Africa, Socio-economic development, inequality, literacy, middle class, democracy, democratic 

consolidation. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

States in Africa accepted constitutional and judicial reforms, multiparty elections, and liberal democratic 

institutions as essential pillars of political transition since the late twentieth century when the third wave of 

democratization blew across the continent (Huntington, 1991; Bratton & van de Walle, 1997). The influence 

of the old ways of one party political systems, and military dictatorships, lost its attraction which paved the 

way for electoral democracies, which gave the people across the continent, hope and the believe that 

democratic governance stand the chance of bringing about political stability and good governance where the 

people actually have a say in things that concern them as citizens (Diamond, 1999). Nations like Botswana, 

Malawi, Cape Verde, South Africa, and Senegal became the poster nations that exemplified relative 

successful democratic transitions (Cheeseman, 2015; Levitsky & Way, 2010), while others had different 

stories and experiences to share as they experienced democratic reversals like intermittent cycles of 

authoritarian relapse, electoral violence, and constitutional manipulations to hold on to power (Bermeo, 

2016; Lindberg, 2006). This is not oblivious of the fact that electoral politics expanded considerably as it 

constitutes a major reflection of the transformation of the political landscape of Africa (Bratton & van de 

Walle, 1997), notwithstanding, the lingering reality of poverty, corruption, weak institutions, inequality, 

ethno-regional fragmentation, and weak state capacity to regulate the democratic process continued to 

undermine the consolidation of democracy on the continent of Africa (Cheeseman, 2015; Fukuyama, 2013). 

After the Cold War, most of the democratization efforts on the continent laid emphasis mostly on electoral 

institutionalism that include periodic elections, separation of powers, multiparty competition, and formal 

democratic procedures (Carothers, 2002). Implicit in this institutional perspective is the assumption that 

electoral mechanisms and democratic rules once put in place, the consolidation of democracy enters auto-

drive through repeated continuous constitutional efforts and political participation (Przeworski et al., 2000). 
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As a result, donor agencies, domestic reformers, international organisations to a large extent, set their sights 

on the management of political parties, civil society organisations, electoral bodies, judicial and 

constitutional reforms, as ways of planting firmly, democratic governance (Carothers, 2002). 

Notwithstanding the reality of the expansion of electoral processes across the continent of Africa since the 

1990s, the consolidation of democracy in most of Africa has remained weak and thereby raising questions as 

to whether it is enough to explain democratic stability by focusing only institutions (Cheeseman, 2015; 

Bratton & van de Walle, 1997). 

A sizeable number of scholars contend that the sustenance of democracy does not only rest on formal 

electoral arrangements without the necessary support provided by socio-economic foundations (Lipset, 

1959; Przeworski et al., 2000). This is why modernisation theorist like Seyour Martin Lipset, argued that 

economic development, education, urbanisation, industrialisation, a robust and politically conscious middle 

class, have a strong connection with democracy. Lipset’s modernisation thesis is premised on his contention 

that the more well-to-do a nation is, the better that nation’s change to sustain democracy (Lipset, 1959). This 

argument has been expended by subsequent studies making the argument that democratic stability is not 

only a function electoral competition but that is also a function of broader socio-economic conditions that 

ensures that there is political tolerance, institutional legitimacy, civic participation, and social trust (Inglehart 

& Welzel, 2005; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

The contradiction between substantive democracy and procedural democracy in Africa is is now very 

recognizable. With few exceptions, several African states now conduct elections regularly given the 

constitutional mechanisms in place, but actual democratic governance is a different kettle of fish altogether 

as it is constantly undermined by neopatrimonial politics, clientelism, deep seated socio-economic exclusion 

in the political process, elite domination, mechanisms for accountability is weak (Bratton & van de Walle, 

1997; van de Walle, 2003). Elections are mere façade used to disguise the fact that it mainly serves the 

purpose of legitimizing the choke hold of the political process by political elites who are scared of genuine 

political competition which put power in the hands of the people and thereby empowered to demand 

accountability. Scholars refer to this situation as “electoral authoritarianism” as democratic procedures has 

no democratic essence or substance (Schedler, 2006; Levitsky & Way, 2010). 

The non-performance of democratic institutions despite regular elections suggest that there is need for the 

re-examination of democratic consolidation from structural and socio-economic perspective. Survival of 

electoral institutions should not automatically translate to democratic consolidation but should rather be 

viewed as the institutionalisation of democratic norms, civic participation, political legitimacy, and the 

responsiveness of the state to the people. This aligns with the position of David Beetham when he argued 

that consolidation of democracy is an endeavour that is beyond periodic elections to include broader socio-

economic and political conditions necessary for the sustenance of equality and political participation 

(Beetham, 1994). Also worthy of mention is the approaches of political economy to democratisation as it 

highlights how essential it is to equitable distribution of state resources, social mobilisation, socio-economic 

development, and middle class development as it concerns the strategic sustenance of democratic regimes 

(Przeworski et al., 2000; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

It is therefore the argument of this study that the crafting of democratic constitutions and the reality of 

regular elections, while necessary elements of democratic governance, they are however, not sufficient for 

democratic consolidation especially in climes where the enabling socio-economic foundations are absent. 

The paper contends that middle class expansion, national wealth, redistributive justice, literacy levels, and 

civic capacity are the key components that determine democratic stability on the continent of Africa. This is 

because, it is civic education that awakens the political consciousness of the people, their participation in the 

political process, and democratic culture, and as a result, strengthens accountability and the courage to resist 

authoritarian tendencies (Verba et al., 1995; Torney-Purta et al., 2001). The development of a robust middle 

class, has the capacity to create social forces that capable of demanding institutional accountability, policy 

responsiveness, and constitutionalism from political elites (Moore, 1966; Easterly, 2001). In the same way, 

national resources and economic development is what empowers the state to provide the required material 

foundation for institutional effectiveness and state legitimacy (Fukuyama, 2013), while redistributive justice 

brings to the barest minimum inequality and also reduces the social tensions that often disorganise the 

organic balance in democratic systems (Stiglitz, 2012; Haggard & Kaufman, 2012). 

The crux of the argument of this study is that democratic consolidation on the continent of Africa is 

principally a function of the interaction between socio-economic structures and political institutions (Lipset, 

1959; Przeworski et al., 2000). Constitutional designs and electoral systems are essential but on their own, 
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can only produce good results where the citizens are well educated, socially empowered, and economically 

secured as these factors lay the foundation for meaningful political participation (Verba et al., 1995; 

Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). So it is safe to argue that the requirement for democracy goes beyond mere 

institutional design, but involves the socio-economic conditions necessary to sustain democratic culture, 

inclusive governance, and public trust (Fukuyama, 2013; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

This article is relevant to the debate on democratisation on the continent as it has been able to shift attention 

from electoral institutionalism towards the socio-economic foundations of democratic consolidation 

(Carothers, 2002; Cheeseman, 2015). It has shifted the view and perception of elections as sufficient 

indicators of democratic success to taking a deep dive into the structural conditions and interrogating same 

to understand how these structural conditions are necessary for the strategic sustenance of democratic 

governance (Przeworski et al., 2000; Lipset, 1959). The emphasis on civic capacity and literacy, 

development of a robust middle class, redistributive justice, and national wealth, the study has made 

appreciable advancement of a political economy framework that would aid the understanding of modern day 

political instability and democratic resilience on the continent of Africa (Moore, 1966; Stiglitz, 2012; 

Cheeseman, 2015). 

This article follows a systemic order. It begins with the above section which is the introductory section and 

then proceeds to the second section which has to do with the examination of the theoretical foundations of 

democratic consolidation and modernisation theory. It will further proceed to the next section which deals 

with the analysis of the relationship between literacy, civic capacity, and democratic participation on the 

continent of Africa. The next section deals with understanding the role of economic development, middle 

class formation, and redistributive justice, and how they contribute to the sustenance of democratic 

governance. The fifth section deals with the impact of the findings with respect to democratic consolidation 

and governance reforms on the continent. Its conclusion is that substantive socio-economic transformation 

cannot be dispensed with as it plays a key role in the survival and deepening of democracy in Africa (Lipset, 

1959; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2013). 

 

Theoretical Framework: Beyond Electoral Institutionalism 

Most of the discourse on democratic consolidation has, from time, mainly been looked at from institutional 

perspectives that mainly highlight the endurance and establishment of democratic institutions like electoral 

systems, political parties, judicial structures, legislatures, and constitutions reflecting formal institutions that 

a democratic system should parade (O’Donnell & Schmitter, 1986; Huntington, 1991). With respect to 

particularly, electoral institutions, there is the assumption that the institutionalisation of regular and 

competitive elections and constitutional governance is what makes up the key channel that leads to 

democratic consolidation and stability (Schedler, 1998; Diamond, 1999). According to Linz and Stepan 

(1996), this approach sees democratic consolidation as a situation where political actors accept democratic 

procedures as the core means of legitimately acquiring and exercising political power. As a result, 

democratic reforms of the post-Cold War era across the continent of Africa is viewed as one that has focused 

on constitutional transitions, judicial independence, electoral management systems, and multiparty elections 

(Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Lindberg, 2006). 

International donor agencies, Western governments, and global governance institutions were some of the 

core influential external forces that championed the institutionalist approach as they considered electoral 

democratisation as the most basic symbol of democratic progress (Carothers, 2002; Mkandawire, 2015). As 

a result, they promoted regular elections across the continent of Africa especially from the 1990s hence the 

period was considered as evidence of the advancement of democracy (Huntington, 1991; Lindberg, 2006). 

Notwithstanding the widespread adoption of these democratic institutions, the evidence on ground did not 

reflect any significant democratic substance as, with few exceptions, most of Africa continued to experience 

electoral violence, constitutional manipulation, weak governance, elite domination, authoritarian relapse, 

and increasing public distrust for democratic institutions (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). 

These contradictions endured and the resultant effect of this reality is the fact that it raised critical questions 

with respect to electoral institutionalism being sufficient in providing explanatory framework for the 

consolidation of democracy on the continent of Africa (Carothers, 2002; Diamond, 2002). 

The evidence have shown that clearly that electoral institution does not have the capacity to independently 

shape the behaviour of political actors and the system itself without the consideration of underlying socio-

economic realities and this is where the core limitation of electoral institutionalism rests (Lipset, 1959; 

Fukuyama, 2013). The effectiveness of democratic institutions is a function of the economic, social, cultural, 
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and historical environments that surrounds them (North, 1990; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). It is possible 

for formal democratic institutions to exist due to constitutional provisions but could, at the same time lack 

the socio-economic foundations that needs to be in place for them to function effectively (Przeworski et al., 

2000; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). According to Carothers (2002), the evolution of several transitional 

democracies into what he called “feckless pluralism,” where despite regular elections, governance continue 

to be weak, with very low confidence of the people in political institutions, as well as limited accountability. 

In such climes, democratic procedure is a mere democratic ritual that has no transformative substance. 

This study adopts a structuralist political economy perspective as it puts democracy within broader socio 

economic structures (Moore, 1966; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). The contention of structuralist is that 

political institutions are, to a large extent, shaped by material conditions, patterns of social distribution, class 

relations, and economic organisation (Moore, 1966; North, 1990). Therefore democracy should not be seen 

as a mere constitutional arrangement but should also be seen as a social product that is firmly held by 

specific socio-economic conditions (Lipset, 1959; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). This perspective is indicative 

of the fact that sustainability of democratic governance is a function of the extent to which societies possess 

the socio-economic foundations required to provide support for institutional legitimacy, state accountability, 

political participation, and civic culture (Fukuyama, 2013; Verba et al., 1995). 

This argument can be attributed to the position of modernisation theorists, particularly Seymour Martin 

Lipset (1959), when he argued in his seminal work that economic development is part of a major 

precondition for the stability of a democratic system. He argued that wealthier societies are more likely to 

sustain democracy and this is premised on his contention that economic development promotes urbanisation, 

social mobility, the emergence of a robust and conscious middle class, and education. For him, these socio-

economic transformations can significantly bring down extremism, strengthen democratic norms and 

institutions, as well as increase political tolerance (Lipset, 1959; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). He famously 

proposed that the wealthier a nation is, the better chance it stands to sustain democracy. 

Other scholars made impressive contributions to the modernisation thesis. Przeworski, Alvarez, Cheibub, 

and Limongi (2000) argued that it does not necessarily follow that economic development cause democratic 

transition, it however, to a large extent, boost the survival prospects of democratic regimes once established. 

Acemoglu and Robinson (2006) on his part argued that there is a connection between democratic stability 

and broader socio-economic arrangements responsible for the reduction of inequalities and fair handling of 

conflicts arising as a result of distributive injustices within society (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006). Inglehart 

and Welzel (2005) argue that socio-economic development has a significant role to play in bringing about 

democratic consolidation as it has the capacity to generate emancipative values, participatory political 

cultures, self-expression that strengthens democratic institutions (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). 

The structuralist perspective that this study adopted has identified four interconnected socio-economic 

variables as being essential to democratic consolidation on the continent of Africa; first is literacy and civic 

capacity, national wealth, redistributive justice, and middle class formation (Lipset, 1959; Przeworski et al., 

2000). Literacy and civic capacity are significant in the sense that they boost political consciousness, 

tolerance, institutional accountability, and democratic participation (Verba et al., 1995; Torney-Purta et al., 

2001). The point made here is that educated citizens are generally better positioned to critically engage with 

the political processes and push back authoritarian tendencies (Verba et al., 1995; Torney-Purta et al., 2001). 

Next is the emergence of a stable middle class which brings about social groups that have firm interests in 

ensuring that the constitution remains the grand norm that directs political affairs, rule of law, economic 

stability, and governance that is accountable to the people (Moore, 1966; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

Going back in history, middle classes have featured in several democratic struggles and institutional reforms 

in different climes across societies (Moore, 1966; Lipset, 1959). 

The structuralist framework is a departure from efforts to understand democracy from a procedural 

institutional perspective that base democratic consolidation solely on regular elections and constitutional 

endurance (Carothers, 2002; Schedler, 1998). This framework on the other hand, conceptualises democracy 

from a position that understand the reality of the structural political system it is enveloped in and with the 

understanding that its survival is a function of broader socio economic transformations (Lipset, 1959; 

Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). No doubt electoral institutions are essential in facilitating democratic 

governance, but the sustenance of democracy goes beyond mere electoral institutions especially in the 

absence of supportive socio-economic conditions (Carothers, 2002; Fukuyama, 2013). This follows that 

consolidating democracy on the continent of Africa must embrace not only institutional reforms but the 

intentional crafting of mechanism that would support efforts towards education advancement, middle class 
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development and expansion, economic inclusion, equitable development, and poverty reduction (Acemoglu 

& Robinson, 2012; Haggard & Kaufman, 2012). 

The adoption of this framework is how the study contributes to current debates on democratisation on the 

continent of Africa as it displays just how durable democracy is linked to socio-economic structures rather 

than looking at it from the perspective of constitutional design and electoral management (Lipset, 1959; 

Przeworski et al., 2000). The structuralist framework is a more detailed explanation of why instability has 

been persistent in most democracies in Africa notwithstanding the large scale acceptance of formal 

democratic institutions (Cheeseman, 2015; Carothers, 2002). 

 

Literacy and Civic Capacity as Foundations of Democracy 

The importance of literacy and civic capacity as foundations of democratic consolidation cannot be 

overemphasized, this is because for democracy to thrive, it requires citizens that are well informed and 

engaged to the extent of effectively participating in the political process, and active enough to hold leaders 

accountable. Democracy is therefore, not just about electoral institutions. The logic of this argument is that 

education boosts civic awareness, democratic participation, political tolerance, which combine to further 

boost the stability and legitimacy of democratic systems (Lipset, 1959; Torney-Purta et al., 2001). Citizens 

in this sense are empowered with the necessary skills and knowledge that helps them to have a better 

understanding of what their rights are as a people, assess if the government in power is accountable to the 

people or performing as expected, and bear their hearts and minds on public issues that affect them. 

Africa is replete with evidence that aligns with this relationship. Grossman et al. (2018) argued that the 

better access people have to education and political information the more civic engagement and democratic 

participation it produces. Botswana and Mauritius are two nations that demonstrate how deliberate and 

sustained investment in education and civic learning boosts accountability, and democratic stability (Jotia, 

2011; Waghid & Davids, 2018). On the flipside, this is not the case as climes where education and civic 

infrastructures are weak, the outcome is democratic fragility and nations such as the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC), and Somalia are cases in point (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). Literacy 

goes beyond equipping citizens with information to helps their democratic choices but it also has to do with 

the promotion of democratic culture in the sense that the citizenry are able to accept divergent views of 

others and therefore promote tolerance, constitutionalism, and peaceful political competition. It also helps in 

regulating the dependence and influence of patronage networks and thereby demand accountability and 

constitutional governance from political leaders and thereby resist authoritarian tendencies (Verba et al., 

1995; Torney-Purta et al., 2001). 

 

Middle Class Formation and Democratic Accountability 

In climes where there is a well-developed middle class that is robust and autonomous, it acts as a catalyst in 

promoting institutional accountability, political moderation, and democratic stability. Political economy and 

democratic theory link middle class growth with rule of law, responsive political institutions, transparency, 

and demand for governance where the constitution is supreme. The middle class is an educationally 

empowered group, with relative economic leverage, and organisational resources as such better positioned to 

pressure government to act responsibly and resist authoritarian tendencies. 

Lipset (1959) highlighted the position of modernisation theorists who have argued that urbanisation, 

education, and occupational diversification contributes to bringing about a middle class that is political 

conscious and supportive of democracy and that they all stem from the encouragement facilitated by 

economic development. Moore (1966), on his part argue that it is critical not to ignore the historic 

importance of the upper-middle class in democratic transitions, this according to him is based on his position 

that there is a connection between democratic development and middle class expansion. This essentially 

connotes that the value of the middle class in a democratic system stems from its economic independence, 

which curtails to a large extent, the vulnerability to coercion, clientelist politics, and patronage without 

compromising the demand for accountability, effective governance, secure property rights, and judicial 

independence. The capacity of the middle class to strengthen public oversight and governmental 

responsiveness is achieved through the instrumentality of professional associations; support for free press, 

advocacy groups, and civic participation (Verba et al., 1995). 
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National Wealth, Redistribution, and State Legitimacy 

Institutional effectiveness, political legitimacy, and state capacity are directly linked with national wealth as 

it constitutes an essential element of democratic consolidation. States that are economically strong largely 

stand a better chance of providing for its citizenry, upholding the rule of law, addressing the socio-economic 

needs of its people, provide public goods, and better maintain effective institutions. A responsible 

government can take advantage of its national wealth to deliberately invest in education, healthcare, 

infrastructure, social welfare, create employment which can boost public trust and democratic stability. It is 

important to state that wealth alone is not a guarantee for democratic consolidation, but if utilized 

responsibly and in the interest of the people in the form of inclusive governance, equitable distribution, and 

institutional accountability, it benefits can support democratic stability. 

Aggregate wealth will not make much impact in the national scheme of things when there is widespread 

distributive injustice which is capable of worsening unequal access to political influence, social resentment, 

and political exclusion. When national wealth is in the hands or control of a few connected individuals, it 

prepares the ground for elite domination and manipulation of the political processes, weaken representation 

and public trust, compromise democratic institutions (Stiglitz, 2012). Haggard and Kaufman (2012) assert 

that in order to improve access to healthcare and education, strengthen support for democratic governance, 

and reduce socio-economic inequalities, there is need for well-crafted redistributive policies and social 

welfare schemes that are largely inclusive. 

The historical trajectory of democracy across the continent of Africa has demonstrated this relationship. 

Botswana and Mauritius both have taken advantage of their social inclusion policies, investment in human 

capital, and economic growth to boost state legitimacy and democratic stability (Carroll & Carroll, 1997; 

Sandbrook, 2005). On the flipside, African nations such as Somalia and the Democratic Republic of Congo 

have shown that resource wealth can fail to support democracy when surrounded by conflict, corruption, 

elite domination, and weak institutions (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). The point made 

here is that it is when institutions are effective, development is inclusive, and wealth redistribution is 

equitable that national wealth can support democratic consolidation. Therefore, it is safe to argue that 

sustainable development is not just a function of economic prosperity but it involves ensuring that there is 

equity in the sharing of the benefits of national wealth as it must deliberately build social bonds, political 

stability, and institutional trust. 

 

Comparative Analysis: Stable vs. Fragile Democracies in Africa 

From a comparative standpoint, the evidence across the continent of Africa is indicative of the fact that 

democratic performance is largely a function of socio-economic conditions and not the mere existence of 

constitutional design and regular elections. Despite the fact that the post 1990 democratic transitions was the 

period when multiparty elections became pervasive, however, the quality of governance, institutional 

firmness, and democratic stability demonstrated significant variations across different states in Africa. While 

nations like Botswana, Cape Verde, Mauritius, and Seychelles have been able to show capacity by 

maintaining relatively stable democracies, others like Somalia, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

and Central African Republic continue to struggle with corruption, fragile institutions, and political stability. 

The factors that link these two groups of nations has to do with their respective literacy levels, middle class 

growth, civic participation, economic development, and inequality (Cheeseman, 2015; Bratton & van de 

Walle, 1997). 

One outstanding feature of stable democracies in Africa is their deliberate and sustained investment in 

human capital development and education. This is easy to understand because high literacy levels when well 

managed translates to political participation, civic awareness, and the people will have the capacity to use 

their political consciousness and access to information to hold their leaders accountable. Botswana, Cape 

Verde, Mauritius, and Seychelles are nations that were deliberate about prioritizing social welfare, 

education, and administrative capacity, which combine to produce competent public institutions, well 

informed citizens, and stronger democratic cultures (Acemoglu et al., 2003; Sandbrook, 2005). 

Another feature that sets apart stable democracies is a strong civic participation and public trust in 

institutions. The more political conscious citizens are, the more engaging they become. Citizen’s 

engagement is effected through the instrumentality of civic society organisation, independent media, 

political parties, professional associations, strengthening democratic accountability and oversight. This is 

what has distinguished stable democracies in nations like Botswana, Cape Verde, and Seychelles (Holm et 

al., 1996; Mattes & Bratton, 2007). The evidence is pointing to the fact that consolidation of democracy in 
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Africa is a function of strong socio-economic foundations that include middle class expansion, inclusive 

growth, active civic participation, literacy, working together with constitutional institutions and electoral 

processes (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). 

 

Fragile Democracies in Africa: Somalia, DRC, CAR, and Burundi 

Fragile African democracies has provided the proof that underlying socio-economic conditions play essential 

role in supporting democratic consolidation more than the role played by constitutional frameworks and 

regular elections. Notwithstanding the fact that nations like the Central Africa Republic (CAR), Burundi, 

and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) chose elections and democratic institutions, they are still 

grappling with conflict, elite domination, authoritarian tendencies, and instability. What these nations have 

in common is their structural challenges that include pervasive poverty, high inequality, corruption, elite 

domination, limited state capacity, low literacy levels, and weak middle class growth (Bratton & van de 

Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). 

When poverty and economic insecurity become a recurrent decimal over a protracted period, it challenges 

democracy as it gives political elites the advantage to further use state resources and opportunities to 

manipulate the citizenry. In nations like Burundi, the CAR, DRC, and Somalia, dependence on foreign aid, 

primary commodity extraction, informal economies, and subsistence activities has often undermined broad-

based development and civic freedom. In the same fashion, unemployment, limited economic 

diversification, weak industrialisation have become a clog in its path to emerge as an autonomous and strong 

middle class with the capacity to check transparency, constitutional governance, and accountability pressures 

from society (van de Walle, 2001; Bertocchi & Guerzoni, 2012). 

Fragile African states are a bold confirmation that sustaining democracy is beyond regular elections alone. 

Deliberate investments in poverty reduction, inclusive institutions, middle class development, effective state 

capacity, education, economic diversification, are the foundations required for democratic consolidation. 

Without them, democratic institutions will continue to struggle due to their exposure to authoritarian 

resilience and elite capture (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). 

 

Critique of Institutional Transplantation 

After the Cold War, democratisation across Africa was largely marked by Western style democratic 

institutions that involve constitutional reforms, judicial restructuring, term limits for presidential offices, 

separation of powers between the different arms of government, and multiparty elections. These political 

adjustments or reforms were based on liberal institutionalist belief that the logical outcome of reforms like 

the transplantation of formal democratic structures would boost good governance, accountability, and 

democratic consolidation. Persistent evidence from Africa’s experience demonstrate that transplantation of 

these Western style democratic institutions can hardly compensate for the structural socio-economic deficits 

and therefore is not capable of producing sustainable governance (Carothers, 2002; Pop-Eleches & 

Robertson, 2015). 

Some scholars have argued that there was too much emphasis on the capacity of formal institutions without 

seriously considering the socio-economic foundations essential to the sustenance of a democratic system. 

Democratic institutions stand a better chance of functioning effectively when supported by conditions such 

as civic culture, middle class development, state capacity, economic inclusion, literacy, and social trust. In 

climes where these conditions are fragile, there is the likelihood that it would produce procedural democracy 

where elections are held regularly but without any significant meaning accountability or responsive 

governance as opposed to substantive democracy where the will of the people affect the behaviour of 

political elites (Carothers, 2002; Fukuyama, 2013; Pop-Eleches & Robertson, 2015). 

The democratic experience of African states is a clear demonstration of these limitations. The fact of the 

matter is that despite the introduction of constitutional reforms as well as multiparty elections, struggles with 

low literacy, fragile state institutions, weak middle class development, and poverty persists and they have 

continued to have adverse impact on the level of citizen participation in the political processes which further 

paved the way for the mobilisation of ethnic sentiments, elite manipulation, patronage politics, and vote-

buying (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015). 

From a comparative perspective, nations like the CAR, DRC, and Somalia still grapple with corruption, 

poverty, unemployment, low literacy levels, stunted middle class growth, despite the transplantation of 

democratic institutions. On the flipside, performing democracies like Botswana, Mauritius, Seychelles 

benefit from stronger socio-economic foundations (Cheeseman, 2015; Pop-Eleches & Robertson, 2015). It 
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follows therefore that institutions are essential, but democratic consolidation still needs broader structural 

transformation that include people centred policies like economic inclusion, improvements in education, 

governance, and state capacity. To achieve sustainable democracy, formal institutions must be supported 

socio-economic conditions that boost participation, institutional legitimacy, and accountability. 

 

Toward a Structural Theory of Democratic Consolidation 

This study is an effort to advance a structural theory of democratic consolidation as it is built on the premise 

that it is not only formal political institutions that determine democratic stability and sustainability on the 

continent of Africa but largely socio-economic conditions. This is not to ignore or down play the essential 

role of political parties, elections, constitutions and the separation of powers, as components of democracy, 

the point made is that they do not have the capacity to ensure democratic consolidation without the support 

of socio-economic foundations responsible for the promotion of institutional legitimacy, accountability in 

governance, and civic participation. Therefore, democratic consolidation should be viewed and understood 

as the development of conditions necessary for democracy to be sustainable, effective, and resilient (Lipset, 

1959; Przeworski et al., 2000; Linz & Stepan, 1996). 

It is a challenge to the perspective that view democratic institutions as the hallmark of democracy, it 

therefore insist that the operations of democratic institutions are within broader socio-economic 

environments. And Africa is replete with evidences that demonstrate that fragile and ineffective democratic 

institutions are linked to persistent inequality, limited state capacity, poverty, and weak educational systems. 

Building particularly on Lipset’s (1959) work on modernisation theory, the importance of economic 

development is well acknowledged but contends that contribution of development to democratic 

consolidation is mainly in situations where the development is inclusive enough to promote civic 

empowerment and equal opportunities (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005; Fukuyama, 2013; Pop-Eleches & 

Robertson, 2015). 

The four pillars of democratic consolidation identified by the framework are first, literacy and civic capacity, 

which serves purposes of equipping citizens with understanding of the political processes, holding leaders 

accountable, and being involved in the political processes for effective governance (Verba et al., 1995; 

Torney-Purta et al., 2001). The second is the development of a robust middle class that is economically 

autonomous. This group leverage on their economic independence to promote constitutional governance, 

institutional accountability, and transparency (Moore, 1966; Easterly, 2001; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

Next is national wealth and distributive justice. The ability of state institutions to enforce the rule of law is a 

function of its economic resources and legitimacy. This is undermined by pervasive inequality as it 

concentrates power in the hands of privileged few that use their positions to weaken social cohesion 

(Fukuyama, 2013; Stiglitz, 2012; Haggard & Kaufman, 2012). Socio-economic inclusion and equality is the 

fourth pillar and it serve the purpose of civic cooperation, social trust which further boost the peoples 

support for democratic institutions and by extension reduce exclusion and instability (Inglehart & Welzel, 

2005; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

This framework provides a clearer explanation of what is responsible for the different democratic outcomes 

across the continent of Africa. Looking at the results from a relative stand point, the evidence demonstrate 

that stable democracies like Botswana, Cape Verde, Mauritius, and Seychelles have socio-economic 

foundations that are stronger including broader middle class development, effective governance structures, 

higher literacy levels, and inclusive growth (Acemoglu et al., 2003; Sandbrook, 2005). On the flipside, 

nations like Burundi, the CAR, DRC, and Somalia which represent fragile democracies that are still 

grappling with inequality, limited civic empowerment, poverty, and weak state capacity (Cheeseman, 2015; 

Vandeginste, 2011). 

In a nutshell, the argument of the theory is that democratic consolidation in Africa is beyond the crafting of 

institutions. Sustainable democracy is a function of socio-economic transformation which enlarges the 

middle class, promote distributive justice for resources, encourage social inclusion, and boost education. It is 

the support by broader structural foundations that makes democratic institutions effective and legitimate 

(Lipset, 1959; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study concludes on the note that democratic consolidation goes beyond constitutional frameworks, 

regular elections, or institutional design alone. This does not take away from the fact that political parties, 

constitutions, and elections are essential components of democratic governance; it rather shows that without 
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strong socio-economic foundations, institutions alone cannot consolidate democracy. This connotes that 

democratic consolidation is more about structural processes that are essential to shaping the conditions that 

are necessary in advancing institutional legitimacy, political stability, civic participation, and accountability 

(Lipset, 1959; Przeworski et al., 2000; Fukuyama, 2013). 

Literacy and civic capacity were identified by the study as fundamental to democratic sustainability. 

Education supports political consciousness, citizens’ ability to assess leaders, civic competence, and overall 

increase the political participation in governance. When the educational systems are firm and well organized, 

they foster democratic values, institutional trust, and accountability; however, in climes where literacy levels 

are low, it often prepares the grounds for political manipulation, weak democratic oversight, mobilization of 

ethnic sentiments (Verba et al., 1995; Torney-Purta et al., 2001). Another important issue highlighted by this 

study is the importance of middle class expansion. The input of this is that citizens that are economically 

independent are in a better position to demand from their leaders, accountability, responsiveness, and 

governance that is transparent. It is important to however, point out that the contribution of the middle class 

in a democracy is relevant mainly when it operates within an inclusive political and economic system, and 

not one that has deep seated patronage networks (Moore, 1966; Easterly, 2001; Acemoglu & Robinson, 

2012). 

Another critical determinant of democratic legitimacy is national wealth and equitable redistribution. The 

conclusion here is that states that are economically capable are in a better position to respond to the needs of 

its citizenry, provide public goods, and strengthen institutions. This is not by chance claiming that economic 

growth alone can guarantee democratic consolidation. In climes where national wealth is in the hands of a 

select elites, exclusion, corruption, and inequality weaken democratic institutions and undermine public 

trust. As a result, policies of government should be geared towards inclusiveness that is accompanied with 

redistributive justice if democracy must remain strong (Stiglitz, 2012; Haggard & Kaufman, 2012; 

Fukuyama, 2013). 

Comparative evidence provides additional support to the conclusions of this study. Democracies that are 

relatively stable exemplified by nations like Botswana, Cape Verde, Mauritius, and Seychelles, are marked 

by strong educational systems, higher literacy levels, inclusive economic policies, active civic participation, 

and broader middle class development (Acemoglu et al., 2003; Sandbrook, 2005). On the flipside, the 

evidence points to the fact that fragile democracies exemplified by nations like Burundi, the Central African 

Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Somalia, which have continue to be impacted by poverty, 

weak state capacity, low literacy, limited civic empowerment, and inequality, exposing democratic 

institutions to elite capture, manipulations, and instability (Cheeseman, 2015; Vandeginste, 2011). 

The study carried out a comprehensive and analytical evaluation of the post-Cold War model which 

favoured institutional transplantation that paved the way for the introduction of Western style democratic 

institutions without supporting that position with corresponding socio-economic transformation. In most 

cases, this reality gave birth to procedural democracies that were more about the maintenance of elections 

which was not doing much with respect to effective governance or meaningful accountability. This is a 

significant limitation, and to address it, the study put forward a structural theory of democratic consolidation 

which acknowledges the importance and role of four interrelated pillars and therefore stands on them: they 

are middle class development, socio-economic inclusion and equality, national wealth and redistribution, 

and literacy and civic capacity (Carothers, 2002; Pop-Eleches & Robertson, 2015; Cheeseman, 2015). 

Finally, the position of this study is that the future of democracy in Africa is a function of the intentional 

transition from procedural to substantive democracy. Similarly, to achieve democratic consolidation that is 

truly sustainable, it requires intentional and well-coordinated investment in education, poverty reduction, 

state capacity building, distributive justice, and inclusive development (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; 

Fukuyama, 2013; Cheeseman, 2015) 
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