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Executive Summary  

For a large part of their contemporary existence, African societies have been under the yoke 

of oppressive regimes, beginning with their colonial masters and ending with their African heirs.  Any 

talk of democracy was rejected on the grounds of it being a Western invention ill-suited for African 

realities, not conducive to growth or social harmony.  The Cold War rivalry between two 

superpowers bankrolled authoritarian regimes in the pursuit of allies, and African elites did not 

hesitate to plunder the riches at their disposal. Starting in the late 1980’s, growing disenchantment 

with corrupt regimes and their failure to instigate economic growth soon drew an end to a time of an 

authoritarian dominated African landscape. This end was catalyzed by a geo-political and intellectual 

shift that stripped authoritarian regimes from financial and intellectual support. The end of the Cold 

War unlocked a sequence of events that would place the democratic ideal onto the limelight. In the 

early 1990’s large swaths of Africa was experiencing with democracy, a system of governance hailed 

by the international and intellectual community for its instrumental and normative values.   African 

countries were making precarious steps towards a new beginning.  

China’s growing superpower position is threatening this path.  It is providing a rival political 

and economic model that shows disdain for democratic practices and indirectly lures African 

countries to adopt their model. It is directly buttressing authoritarian regimes and undermining 

Western’s effort to condemn democratic violations.  This new development rests on two factors. 

First, the democratic revolution experienced by many African countries in the 1990’s already stood 

on shaky grounds.  Democracy had been an outcome of political will, not socio-economic 

transformation. African countries have not had a sustainable and well-managed economic growth 

that has allowed democracy to be thoroughly entrenched into political life.  Second, China’s 

economic success and its growing interaction with Africa represents the biggest challenge to a 

hegemonic democratic ideal that thrived on the continent and helped install a democratic 

movement.  
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 

 This dissertation is in fulfillment of academic requirements for the Masters of Arts in Political 

Economy at the University of Manchester. It studies the impact of China’s influence on the 

democratic process in African countries.  The research attempts to answer the following question: is 

China undermining Africa’s democratization reforms from the early 1990’s to the present? 

The topic is relevant to the contemporary debate in that it examines the recent and growing 

influence of China in Africa, a hitherto benign entrance that is now challenging the democratic status-

quo.  The research reviews democratic trends and influences occurring in Africa, brings in the impact 

of China on the democratic process and draws a conclusion.  

 To conduct the research a desk study based on a search of literature is used.  The most 

important caveat of this research is the empirical difficulty of identifying the authentic causes of a 

change in the democratic environment. The lack of counterfactual - how would democratization in 

Africa have evolved without the presence or influence of China - is thus a relevant and important 

drawback in this research. Moreover, it may be too early to fully gauge China’s impact on Africa. 

Some extrapolation from relevant cases studies can help us underscore our assumptions.  

 

The paper is divided into 6 chapters. Chapter two reviews the concept of democracy, its 

rational and the difficulties surrounding its conceptualization.  Chapter three explores two internal 

factors that influence democracy: socio-economic conditions and individual agency. It will be argued 

that both forces contribute to democracy but the one that arises from individual agency is unstable. 

It also discusses the relevance of domestic factors versus international factors and their impact on 

internal factors. We reason here that domestic factors are crucial in establishing socio-economic 

conditions that favor stable democracies. They also act on individual agency, contributing to unstable 
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democracies. International factors play only on individual agency and thus contribute to unstable 

democracies. Chapter four surveys the political reality of Africa from 1960’s to the present. It present 

Africa has having gone from a phase of authoritarianism to a phase of democratization due to 

domestic and international forces.   Chapter five brings China into the picture. It argues that China is 

undermining democratization in Africa by challenging the democratic paradigm with its own. It is 

bankrolling authoritarian regimes and undermining Western efforts to keep authoritarianism under a 

tight lid.  Chapter six provides concluding remarks and discusses what lays ahead for African 

countries.  
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Chapter II 

What is Democracy? 

 

Democracy means different things to many people.  A theory of democracy is thus inherently 

limited in its ability to give an objective contour of its manifold properties. Nevertheless, if we are to 

assess China’s impact on democracy in Africa, we must adopt a consensual, albeit restrictive 

definition.  

2.1 An overview of the meaning of democracy 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines democracy as “government by the people; that form of 

government in which the sovereign power resides in the people as a whole, and is exercised either 

directly by them…or by officers elected by them. In modern use often more vaguely denoting a social 

state in which all have equal rights, without hereditary or arbitrary differences of rank or privilege” 

(Oxford Dictionary, online version). 

The word democracy originates from ancient Greek Demokratia, where demos (people) and 

kratia (rule or authority) spells out the nature of governance –rule by the people (Dahl, 1989).  

Though there are many variants of democracies in the world- liberal democracy, social democracy, 

direct democracy, representative democracy- all are united in one core assumption: that those 

making the decision-making remain accountable to those bearing the brunt of these decisions.  In 

effect, democracy distinguishes itself by what it is not: the rule of guardians - oligarchs, monarchs, 

tyrants or technocrats- who, by divine faith or personal conviction, believe only they can lead their 

people to the highest common good, irrespective of popular contrarian sentiments. Plato’s 

guardians, or philosopher Kings, placed the science of polity to be of a highest virtue, to be learned 

by an elite minority that would in turn govern with moral and instrumental virtue a majority 

incapable of governing itself (Plato, 2000). Democracy, on the other hand, believes all citizens are 

equal in their capacity to govern, and each citizen should have the right to hold office if majority trust 
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is bestowed on him. In return for this trust, the citizens bestowed with the power to govern must 

answer to the will of the citizens.   Democracy is thus a challenge to hierarchy, the latter being a 

system that tries to legitimize a stratification of society between innate governors and innate 

governable.   

 

2.2 A working definition: procedural democracy 

 

The difficulties of empirically observing the true nature of a regime1 has prompted 

Huntington (1990) to deconstruct it into three categorical definitions, only one of which can be of 

any empirical usage.  Regimes can either be defined by the sources of authority of government; the 

purposes served by the government; and procedures for constitutional government. The two former 

ones are problematic in that sources and purposes are ambiguous terms. In the case of democracy, 

the source of authority of government is the “demos” or people. But who are these people? In the 

classical Athenian city state slaves and women were excluded from the term (Sinclair, 1988) as well 

as women in America until 1920 (Buechler, 1990). As for the purposes served by the government, 

democracy would entail following a “common good” that has not been elaborated by an elite, but 

the people. Yet capturing this common good is an unfathomable task. A vast heterogeneous society 

will hold various divergent concepts of a common good (Schumpeter, 1950).  Thus, the ambiguity of 

sources and purposes makes culling democracies from its competitors a difficult task. Regimes may 

claim they follow the will of the people and the common good without really doing so.  

In order to circumvent a potential ambivalence concerning the nature of a regime, we will 

use Huntington‘s third categorical definition; procedures for constitutional government. Falling under 

the Schumpeterian and Dahlian tradition of defining a democracy, this minimalistic definition, 

although presenting important caveats, provides us with an analytical framework and empirical 

reference in identifying democratic processes (Huntington, 1990; Schumpeter, 1950;, Dahl, 1989).  

                                                             
1
 A regime is defined as “sets of procedures that determine the distribution of power and are reinforced by 

tradition (Bratton & Van de Walle, 1997).  Democracy is a form of regime.  
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The procedure of a regime gives its nature away. In the case of a democratic regime, an institutional 

framework that allows individuals to compete for power by reverting to a citizen’s voting scheme is a 

litmus test of an authentic democratic process (Huntington, 1990; Schumpeter, 1950). Dahl’s theory 

of procedural democracy, or what he coins the concept of polyarchy (Dahl, 1989:233; Wiseman, 

1996:8) specifies the existence of seven institutions that must be present for a regime to be declared 

democratic : elected officials, free and fair elections, inclusive suffrage, right to run for office, 

freedom of expression, alternative information and associational autonomy. The central features are 

then participation and contestation by citizens with certain civil liberties (Dahl, 1989; Richard Joseph, 

1997). Procedural democracy does not stop once elections have been performed; citizens have the 

right to oppose and vote out the government in power (Wiseman, 1996:8).  The procedural definition 

of democracy is not without its caveats. 

 

2.3 Drawbacks of a procedural definition of democracy 

 

A first criticism that can be levied against identifying a democratic process based upon its 

procedures is that it assumes only democracies with an electoral and thus individual-centered 

dimension are valid. The point here is not to deny that other forms of democracies exist (Munslow, 

1993),2 but rather to narrow the scope of democratic processes to something observable and 

objectively measurable. In order to analyze China’s impact on democracy in Africa, we must agree on 

a consensual method of recognizing democracies, even if the method is limited (Smith, 1993; 

O’Donnel & Schmitter, 1986). Moreover, Bratton makes a valid point when he argues that “while you 

may have elections without democracy, you cannot have democracy without elections” (Bratton, 

1999: 19). A second objection concerns whether electoral democracies can accurately hinge on its 

two main adjectives: free and fair elections. Although procedural democracy may sometimes appear 

                                                             
2
 As Richard Joseph points out, ‘’pluralist and competitive democracy in Africa has tended to take the form of 

competition among communities rather than individuals, parties, and administrative subunits” (Richard Joseph, 

1997: 366).  
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to be implemented and may be recognized by our definition as democracies, the regime status-quo 

may still be unchallenged. Authoritarian rulers have outwitted the international community by 

portraying their countries as running under a democratic mechanism, but managing to skew 

nonetheless the electoral process to their favor (Carothers, 1997; Bratton & Van de Walle, 1988). 

They have understood the importance of the democratic label, and have used it to harness 

economic, aid and political support from the international community. This fallacy of electoralism 

(Karl, 1986), is thus an important caveat in our procedural definition of democracy.  

Despite these limitations, by choosing a minimalist definition of democracy, we are able to 

find a common denominator that brings together nascent as well as developed democracies under 

one conceptual framework.  Western liberal democracies may have certain characteristics that other 

democracies may not have (judicial review, limitations on successive terms of office, unrestricted 

access to information (O’Donnel & Schmitter, 1986) but as long as regimes have the prerequisites 

stated above, they can be deemed to be democratic.   

 

2.4 The rational for democracy  

 

We adopt a normative argument for placing democracy above and beyond all other forms of 

regimes.  An accountable government is seen here as a normative good that any society ought to 

possess and live under. Citizens ought to have a right to participate in polity that shapes their lives, 

and hold those who govern them answerable to their political desires.
3
 Arguments for instituting 

forms of guardianships or a ruling hierarchy may in some instances seem convincing (Dahl: 1989) but 

fall into a discourse tainted with patronage when seen from the perspective of those being governed.  

Although democratic governments are not perfect even by a long stretch – corruption, 

mismanagement, special interests skewing the democratic game and crude populism are as rife in 

elected government as in any (Wiseman, 1996) – democracy endeavors to bequeath political rights 

                                                             
3
 Even if these desires can only be expressed by a single vote that has statistically little impact on a course of 

action, it is the principle and not the impact that counts. 
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and obligations to citizens, providing a potential safeguard mechanism against tyrannies and other 

abuses of state power. Democratic societies may also be plagued by peculiar apolitical symptoms – 

electoral cynicism, political nonchalance, elections resembling more a form of entertainment than a 

meaningful procedure (Sandbrook, 1988). Yet one must be careful to blame democracy as the cause 

of the democratic malady. In sum, as Winston Churchill poignantly said, democracy is the worst form 

of government, except for all the others (Huntington, 1996: 7).   

This being said, we don’t believe democracy, or any normative goods ought to be foisted 

upon a society. Such an attempt is oxymoronic, and risks destabilizing societies.  In an ideal world, 

each society is at liberty to select the goods it values, free from external influences. As we shall see, 

idealism is a scarce resource.   
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Chapter III 

Theoretical Influences on Democracy 

 

Having studied what is meant by democracy and giving it a conceptual framework, we proceed now 

to explore what influences the advent of democracy.  The first debate concerns the importance of 

socio-economic conditions in creating a favorable environment for democracy versus the weight of 

individual choices acting out on the advent of democracy. We argue that one does not exclude the 

other. The important difference is that democracies that arise from socio-economic conditions are 

more stable that democracies stemming from individual agency. The second debate concerns the 

degree to which domestic influences versus international influences impacts on the advent of 

democracy. We contend that domestic forces impact on socio-economic preconditions and 

international forces on individual agency. The corollary is that international forces can bring about 

democracy, albeit unstable ones. 

 

3.1 Democracy and structural determinism 

 

The structural determinist school of thought is grounded in Historical Materialism.
4
 It 

believes democracy -far from being a modus operandi that can be adopted by whim- can only arise 

under certain socio-economical antecedents.  The rational is that for procedural democracy to 

become an effective and legitimate method of governance, a majoritarian consensus must initially be 

formed by industrialization and urbanization (Huntington, 1991; Lipset, 1959; Leftwich, 1993). 

Furthermore, spill-over effects - better education, tolerant attitudes and proper wealth redistribution 

- deriving from this economic growth act on society to consolidate this majoritarian consensus 

                                                             
4
  Historical Materialism can be summed up by Marx’s famous sentence: “It is not the consciousness of men 

that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness” —Karl 

Marx, Preface to a Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy.  
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(Huntington, 1991: 65). Structural determinism thus sees democracy as a political outcome of a 

unique socio-economic transformation.  

Majoritarian consensus derives from the coming to existence of a large and political active 

political identity
5
 that shares common interests and beliefs and is able to put forth these 

commonalities through a democratic regime (Huntington, 1991; Lipset, 1959; Leftwich 1993)- 

procedural democracy becomes a tool by which a large sector of society transmits its political and 

economical values. Here, democracy is a product of modernization.   Industrialization and 

urbanization introduced a new and complex economic reality that bounded together the interests of 

the existing social classes, producing a political mindset that saw in democracy a system that can 

further their interests and values, as well as maintain the hierarchy of the manifold interests in place 

(Lipset, 1959; Huntington, 1991). 
6
 

Modernization created spill-over effects that help to secure democracy. As a corollary of 

wealth, higher levels of education helped cement certain democratic values. “Education presumably 

broadens men’s outlooks, enables them to understand the need for norms of tolerance, restrains 

them from adhering to extremist and monistic doctrines, and increases their capacity to make 

rational electoral choices” (Lipset, 1959, 79).  Education stirs the political consciousness of citizens 

and equips them with the tools to force accountability from their governments (Munslow, 1993). 

Economic expansion also created new and complex source of wealth. In the first place, it created 

alternative points of power, thereby weakening the absolutism of the government (Huntington, 

1991; Sandbrook, 1988, Lipset: 1959).  Secondly, it enlarged the size of the wealth pie. More wealth 

                                                             
5
 Not to be confused with the existence of the middle class, historically labeled “the bourgeoisie”. The mass 

here is an amorphous majority that may compromise the bourgeois class, the lower and upper class. What 

binds them together is an identity hewn by socio-economic forces that makes them a political body (and not an 

economic body as defined by a Marxist tradition).  

6 The Marxist literature would disagree with this social creation (Arat, 1988). Capitalistic society is 

perennially divided amongst social classes that fight for power.  Democracy –arising from a bourgeois class that 

seeks political and economic domination – is a mantel of universal liberal rhetoric designed to hide a bourgeois 

deception (Bonefeld, 2006).  From a Marxist perspective, liberal democracy is but a bourgeois democracy.  
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was available for redistribution, making the outcome of political elections a non-threatening issue to 

power holders (ibid).  Finally, the increased level of well-being changed the attitudes of citizens 

towards one another, heightening levels of tolerance and trustworthiness (Huntington, 1991).   

 

3.2 Advantages and drawbacks of structural determinism 

 

The assumptions made by structural determinism are certainly plausible and buttressed by 

empirical studies that have found strong correlations between levels of modernization and incidence 

of democratic regimes (Lipset, 160; Cutright, 1963; NeuBauer, 1967; Smith, 1969; Hannan & Carroll, 

1981; Bollen & Jackman, 1985; Soares, 1987; Arat, 1998). Thus majoritarian consensus, corollaries of 

higher education and a larger wealth pie are valid prerequisites for democracy to gain roots.  

Structural determinism unveils the blue-print a society needs in order to establish solid 

democracies, help us understand how they have flourished in some societies and why democracies 

have failed to take hold in certain places despite repeated efforts.  Nevertheless, kneeling entirely to 

these assumptions may lead us to think that societies without these historical characteristics are not 

ready for democracy, ignoring cases in which societies have adopted democracy without meeting the 

necessary preconditions.  Structural determinism falls short of exploring the manifold ingredients 

that can influence the rise and fall of democracies.  

 

3.3 Democracy as a product of individual agency 

 

The failings of structural determinism to explain the “had hoc” emergence of democracies 

have led to a different approach steeped in a liberal tradition (Bratton and Van de Walle, 1997:24). It 

argues that political regimes are not contingent on structural historical forces but rather on the 

beliefs, attitudes and will of political actors7 (Rustow, 1970). It turns Marx’s Historical Materialism on 

its head: social consciousness determines men’s existence, and not the other way around.  The 

                                                             
7
 By political actors we mean here decision-makers. 
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approach offers an analytical tool that tries to discern patterns in what may look like random 

bargaining amongst political leaders as they debate which system of governance to adopt (Bratton 

and Van de Walle, 1997).  

In the analysis of the roots of democracy, individual agency argues that regime transitions 

are the resultant of the attitudes and decisions of individuals. Political actors may be pushed to adopt 

a new regime –in this case, democracy- if the previous one has suffered a loss of legitimacy due to 

changes in social structure (Lipset, 1959) or political/economic woes (Sandbrook, 1988).8 Following 

the loss of legitimacy, those in power may choose democracy because it is seen as feasible and 

preferable (Przeworski, 1986), or they may be forced by domestic or international pressure to adopt 

the new regime. Some political actors may also get convinced of the normative value of democracy 

and sway society towards their political ideal (Sandbrook, 1988).  

Sandbrook discusses an analogy between the emergence and sustenance of democracy with 

that of an introduction of a new game into society – the democratic game.  For democracy to set in, 

power holders must agree on the rules and procedures of the new game.  He offers a comprehensive 

list of rules, worth quoting in full here, that constitute the democratic game (Sandbrook, 1988:253): 

                                                             
8
 Legitimacy “involves the capacity of a political system to engender and maintain the belief that existing 

political institutions are the most appropriate or proper ones for the society” (Lipset, 1959: 86) 

Rules and procedures of the democratic game 

-that the object of the game is for a team to win the highest number of votes or 

legislative seats in order to form a government; 

-that virtually all adults are eligible to play the game as voters, though more stringent 

requirements (e.g. literacy) may restrict the eligibility of those who run for office; 

-that the competing teams will be organized as political parties with their own policy 

stands and symbols; 

-that competition will be fair; 

-that the aggrieved participant can obtain redress if an opponent breaks one of the 

ground rules.  
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As Przeworski cited by Sandbrook (ibid) asserts, the greatest obstacle to accepting this new 

democratic game is the uncertainties it brings to those with vested interests in the political and 

economical status-quo.  The certainties of the game can be increased if (1) the democratic game re-

legitimizes the rule of the previous incumbents; (2) don’t affect radically power relations; (3) offers a 

set of instrumental and normative goods that other regimes fail to bring.  

 

3.4 Advantages and drawbacks of individual agency 

 

This approach helps us explain the emergence of democracy in places lacking the socio-

economic conditions identified by the structural determinism school of thought.  It allows the 

incorporation of dynamic factors, from domestic to international influence, as well as the personal 

beliefs and leadership strength of political actors into a theory of democratization that the structural 

determinism is unable to capture (Bratton & Van de Walle, 1997).  

Its focus on dynamic forces is its strength but also its inherent weakness.  A Pandora’s Box is 

opened when one tries to capture all influences possible. Some will be taken into account while 

others not, affecting the objectivity, as well as the effectiveness of the empirical work (Bratton and 

Van de Walle, 1997).  Moreover, by glossing over the importance of socio-economic conditions, it 

may be undermining the role of structural factors in shaping attitudes and decisions of individuals 

(Bratton & Van de Walle, 1997). More importantly, if democracy is contingent on individual agency, 

the volatility of the latter dictates the volatility of the former. Democracies which arise in places 

lacking specific socio-economic conditions are vulnerable to the whims of individuals as well as to 

social and economic impediments. 9 

                                                             
9
 For example, in a society that has not managed to interweave social classes into a majoritarian 

consensus or in which the size of the wealth pie is small, democracy may come to be divisive game, pitting one 

group against another.  When political parties mirror ethnic, religious or class interests, the winning parties 

hails the victory of group over the other, rendering political bargaining a difficult task (Sandbrook, 1988; 

Leftwich, 1993; Zakaria, 1997).  Only strong charismatic leaders can help fill the gap left by absent socio-

economic conditions.  
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3.5 The verdict: Socio-economic conditions or individual agency? 

 

 Both socio-economic conditions and individual agency are important constituents of 

democratic realization.  While the former is important in establishing stable democracies and the 

latter unstable ones, one cannot exclude the other.  A country may have all the conditions necessary 

for democracy to flourish yet individual agency may not bring it about. Conversely, a country with 

little democratic prerequisites can find itself living the benefits of democracy. 

 

3.6 Domestic versus international influences on democracy 

 

Considering the porous nature of state boundaries to economical, political and intellectual 

forces, it comes as no surprise that both domestic and international forces may act on socio-

economic conditions and individual agency. The point is to determine the degrees of interactions 

amongst these four constituents.  

 

3.6.1 Domestic influences 

Socio-economic conditions are largely the product of domestic factors.  A countries 

geographic position, its resource endowment, its culture, history and political economy, all act on 

these conditions.  This is not to deny the role of international factors all together.  Marx theorizes 

that capitalist societies will spread class struggles to other countries as it seeks new markets for its 

goods (Arat, 1988).  International capital may also contribute to economic growth (Borenszteina J. De 

Gregoriob and J-W. Leec, 1998; Berthélemy & Démurger, 2000; Li & Liu, 2005), thereby giving 

impetus to a democratic environment.  But by and large, it is the interaction of individuals within the 

country with elements at their dispositions that create a specific set of socio-economic conditions.  

Domestic factors also play a role on shaping individual agency since political actors are concerned 

with maintaining or changing power structures that are found in the domestic arena.  
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3.6.2 International influences  

  International influences, for their part, interact with individual agency.  Political actors’ 

beliefs and attitudes can be molded by foreign influences.  Some of them, i.e. democratic imposition, 

depend on individual agency for proper implementation; others, i.e. paradigms, directly act on 

individual agency. 

 

Direct imposition of democracy 

 Military/colonial conquest has been the most radical and by far the most controversial 

international method of influencing democracy - by literally foisting it onto a society.  Contemporary 

and celebrated examples of democratic imposition on countries such as Japan and Germany offers 

hints of the abilities of external actors to radically influence the democratic process (Joseph, 

1997:370) but also raise serious ethical matters, as well as questions the ability and authenticity of 

such a monumental endeavor.  Firstly, democratic imposition is an oxymoron.  Furthermore, the 

potential absence of structural preconditions and the reluctance the indigenous people to have 

foreign rules and procedures of governance foisted upon them makes the task of democratizing 

another country highly difficult, not to say improbable. Arthur Lewis argues that western style 

electoral democracy premised on the primacy of the individual cannot be implanted in societies 

having a communal identity as a nucleus (Lewis, 1965). Diamond goes further, warning that electoral 

politics can exacerbate communal hostilities (Diamond, 1988). Finally, the goal of forcefully 

introducing democracy into a foreign land is dubious to say the least. The rhetoric of democracy has 

often been used to garner domestic support and legitimacy for foreign invasions in the pursuit of 

resources. 
10

   

                                                             
10

 For an account of the democratic rhetoric by statesmen throughout the centuries to justify their attacks on 

sovereign nations, see Robert Fisk,  The Great War for Civilization, The Conquest of the Middle East, Perennial: 

London, 2005 
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In the end, it is up to individual agency to accept or reject the enforced democracy.  Leaders 

may reject it on the premise it is a foreign concept or simply not suited for their societies, or they 

may accept it if they believe it provides instrumental and normative goods that the previous regime 

failed to provide.  

 

Paradigms acting out on individual agency  

Ideas that gain wide acclaim and legitimacy across time and space affect beliefs and attitudes of 

political actors –that is, individual agency. Ideas that reach such a range and influence are called 

paradigms. The Oxford English Dictionary defines them as “conceptual or methodological model(s) 

underlying the theories and practices of a science or discipline at a particular time; (hence) a 

generally accepted world view” (Oxford Dictionary, online version).    Milner (1998: 117) contends 

that paradigms concretely affect individual agency: “dominant ideas [paradigms] – one that capture 

the attention of large segments of the policy-making community- define state actions and coordinate 

their behavior in critical ways”. If democracy, as a model of governance, becomes a paradigm, it has 

repercussions on four key political constituents.   

 

• It contaminates civil societies (Bratton & Van de Walle, 1988) by changing the expectations 

on how one ought to be governed and the values that should be promoted within their 

society.  This fuels domestic pressure for democratic reforms.  

• The beliefs and actions of political actors are affected in two ways by a paradigm. In the first 

instance, political actors may be attracted to the paradigm based solely on its values. In the 

second instance, political actors may be pressured by civil society to offer these values.  

Accepting the paradigm becomes a necessity to secure legitimacy.  

• Paradigms affect the foreign policy of governments and international financial institutions 

(IFI). Political actors, out of their own beliefs or from domestic pressure (grass-root 
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organizations, lobby groups) are compelled to externalize these ideas by encouraging or 

coercing other societies to follow their lead.  

 

Paradigms are hard to empirically capture, but political scientists have observed what have been 

dubbed snowball effects, or waves (Huntington, 1990, Young, 1996; Wantchekon, 2004; Rose & Shin, 

2001). The earmarks of paradigms are noticeable when beliefs and attitude of people are affected in 

the same way in a short amount of time (Rowen, 1995). Rowen citing Huntington earmarks a 

democratic paradigm in forms of democratic waves (ibid).  

 

3. 7 A clarifying diagram 

 

To sum up, we present a diagram that helps clarify the interactions of these four constituents on 

democracy.  
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Chapter IV 

Democracy in Africa 

 

Having reviewed the theoretical bases of democracy and the forces that act upon it, we now 

turn to the case of democracy in Africa. We will look at the role of the domestic and international 

sphere in shaping democracy in Africa, starting from the time of independence to the present 

moment. For simplification, this span of time will be divided into two periods. The first period covers 

Africa blighted by authoritarian rule (from about the 1960’s to the late 1980’s). The second covers 

Africa experiencing a substantial democratic transition, early 1990s and beyond.   

We will argue here that domestic forces acted substantially to bring the first period to an 

end, while international forces shaped the nature of the subsequent political landscape.  This 

landscape was hewn by individual agency, which made unstable democracies the norm in Africa. A 

failure of a socio-economic transformation to take root (because of government mismanagement or 

simply a too short amount of time for this transformation to occur) made this transition vulnerable 

once again to individual agency and international forces that act upon it.  

 

4.1 International and domestic influences on Africa (1960’s to the late 1980’s) 

 

The international influence on regimes on the African continent has been unprecedented in 

terms of scope, depth and duration.  Modern African states are direct products of colonial conquest 

and rule, whose borders reflect more legacies of European power struggles than national identity 

based on indigenous historicity (Meredith, 2006).  Unshackled from their colonial masters starting 

from the early 1960’s, Africa found itself living and breathing in a state apparatus modeled on the 

European state.  Most African countries emerged with nominal democratic institutions established 

just prior to independence (Herbst, 2001) and were expected to continue with the implanted 

democratic game. But as we have seen, democracy is unstable when certain elements are not 

present. Though democratic political institutions were imposed, social transformation failed to 
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support them in place (Baker, 2000; Easterly & Levine, 1995).  A small wealth pie, a lack of a 

majoritarian consensus due to ethnic/communal rivalry, the absence of a robust middle class and low 

level of political education (Lancaster, 1991; Leftwich, 1993) were socio-economic conditions that 

need not favor stable democracies. 
11

 

Not only was democracy unstable due to absent socio-economic conditions, it was being 

rejected by individual agency.  The ruling elite under the nominal democratic institutions mistrusted 

democracy, portraying it as a western contraception designed to conquer and divide African 

communities (Young, 1996). At the same time, authoritarianism was justified to quench potent 

communal divisions that were lighting up within the state (Lancaster, 1991). Charismatic leaders 

(Julius Neyrere of Tanzania, Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, and Sékou Touré 

of Guinea) persuaded large swaths of academia and citizens that the single party rule epitomized 

true African democracy (Young, 1996). Yoweri Museveni, president of Uganda, contends that the 

idea of multiple parties vying for state control is a concept steeped in a western historicity, in which 

social-economic classes and individuals are the engines that drive the system of governance. African 

traditional societies are based on consensus and the family unit, and thus, the argument goes, 

adopting a western style democratic system is alien to their traditions (Makinda, 1996). 

Independence was not only a means of freeing oneself from direct colonial rule, but also to cleanse 

African nations from concepts and values that were not deemed indigenous.  

 

4.1.1. A paradigm: authoritarian development   

Although some commentators recognized democracy as a normative and universal good, 

they argued that democracy is conditional upon, and follows economic development.  By espousing 

                                                             
11 For example, the most populous state in Africa, Nigeria was plagued by immense development gap 

between its Northern and Southern region, creating economic, cultural and political tensions that could not be 

compensated by individual agency (Meredith, 2005). A small wealth pie in Rwanda rendered the political 

competition an economic one -the winner-takes all mentality prevailed, bringing democracy to a standstill.   
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structural determinism, they portrayed the application of the democracy as an anomaly that can 

potentially hinder economic growth and the subsequent establishment of solid democratic 

institutions (Makinda, 1996). Democracy was depicted as a waste of resources or as the weakest link 

in a catch-22 scenario. A focus on political competition and debate amongst interest groups would 

distract from the pressing need to attack underdevelopment (Young, 1996), and as Bhagwati states 

(1966: 204), development is a “cruel choice between rapid (self-sustained) expansion and democratic 

processes”. The literature condemning democracy as an antithesis to development goes back as far 

as the 19
th

 century and straddles both liberal and Marxist traditions.  David Ricardo saw universal 

suffrage as a threat to private property and thus growth. He was willing to extend suffrage only to 

those who had little interest in appropriating the land of others, i.e. property owners (cited in 

Przeworski & Limongi, 1993: 3). Karl Marx argued that true universal suffrage (and not bourgeois 

democracy) would threaten private ownerships, spurring capitalists to retaliate by dismantling 

democracy and instituting a police state (Marx, 1952: 62).  

Developmental economists in the early 1960’s cast a pessimistic eye on the role of 

democracy on growth, giving theoretical preference to the rule of guardians to guide society towards 

the proper path.  Huntington and Dominguez (1975) stipulated that a democratic system is not 

conducive to growth because it has an inherent tendency of concentrating on consumption rather 

than saving, undermining investment and thus growth.
12

  A developmental state is one that is able to 

squeeze the maximum amount of savings in order to increase investment in productive sectors and 

generate incremental/exponential growth.  This saving surplus can only be extracted by an 

oppressive regime. Vamon Rao cited by Przeworski & Limongi (1993: 5, Rao, 1984) states that 

“Governments must resort to strong measures and they enforce them with an iron hand in order to 

marshal the surpluses needed for investment. If such measures were put to a popular vote, they 

                                                             
12

 The rationale behind it is that political parties assuage voters by satisfying their immediate desires rather 

than looking after long term ones (Huntington and Dominguez, 1975) 
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would surely be defeated”. Goran Hyden justifies the repressive expropriation of surplus away from 

the rural sector in order to fund capitalistic investment and thus future growth (Hyden, 1980).  

The clash between democracy and development was not only limited to theoretical 

premises. The Soviet Union and China were spearheaded by a proletarian guardianship that 

sacrificed democracy in the name of socialism. Their rapid economic growth (Lancaster, 1991) and 

the hailed albeit misleading achievement of China’s “Great Leap Forward” of 1958-1960 (Young, 

1996) lead many African countries to model the socialist regime or adopt an Afro-Marxist state. 

Ethiopia under Mengistu Haile Mariam; Mozambique under Samora Moises Machel; Somalia under 

Barred and Angola under the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) legitimized 

their brutal rule in the name of Socialism (Herbst, 2001).  Buttressed by developmental economists, 

foreign models and reactionary African nationalism, Authoritarian Development became a widely 

acclaimed and legitimate idea that influenced individual agency in Africa. African politicians saw little 

viability in democracy in terms growth and indigeneity, turning to an accepted world view. The 

upshot was authoritarianism becoming “the most pervasive political phenomena in Africa” (Decalo, 

1990: 2). 

 

4.1.2 Democratic sabotage through self-interest and greed  

Over and above the authoritarian development paradigm sweeping Africa, self-interest and 

greed of political actors played a key role in the democratic sabotage.  Under the pretense of African 

democracy and development, African leaders captured the state to advance personal ambitions. Ake 

(1996) goes as far as arguing that the development ideology embraced by leaders was only a 

subterfuge to give legitimacy to corrupt and inefficient elite whose mere goal was political 

domination.  Mobutu Sese Sékou, of the former Zaire, was widely regarded as conducting 

kleptocracy at an unprecedented scale.  The same can be said for Nguema of Equatorial Guinea, 

Obote and Idi Amin of Uganda, Bokassa of the Central African Republic, to name just a few 
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(Meredith, 2005). Hughes and May (1988) cited in Munslow (1993: 479) have calculated “that only 

30% of leadership changes were carried out peacefully” between 1965 and 1887 in Africa. Only four 

countries have been observed to have a reasonable record of democratic procedures: Botswana, The 

Gambia, Mauritius and Senegal (ibid).  Developmental dictatorships were having a hard time letting 

go of power.  

 

4.1.3 Foreign policy and the IFI’s during authoritarian rule  

The geo-political struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union and the 

concomitant need for proxies reinforced authoritarian rule in Africa.  Notwithstanding the 

democratic rhetoric to garner domestic support, the great powers had little interest in promoting or 

reinforcing democracy abroad.  To the West, Mobutu was a “friendly tyrant who can be relied up to 

support Western interests regardless” (Meredith, 2005:307). The Reagan doctrine disallowed 

vehement criticism of the South Africa’s Apartheid regime lest Soviet forces infiltrated their interests 

there (Moss, 1995). Though Reagan had professed to bring democracy to Liberia, the now president 

of Liberia Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf recalls a conversation with a former American official in 1985 telling 

her bluntly at the time: “Our strategic interests are more important than democracy” (Chomsky, 

1988).  American interests towards Africa during the cold war were squaring well with the realist 

perspective: contain communism at all cost, protect shipping lanes and maintain access to minerals 

(Moss, 1995).  Sovietized countries such as Angola and Ethiopia received massing amounts of aid 

without any democratic prerequisites (Herbst, 2001).  By financially backing tyrannical leaders and 

arming them against popular domestic revolts, the United States and the Soviet Union might not 

have prevented democracy, but they have allowed authoritarian regimes to outlast an expiration 

date that would have been set by popular domestic indignation.  

  International lending institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) made matters worse by adopting an apolitical approach to their lending habits.  Swayed 
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by developmental economists who believed in the economic virtues of a strong- dear they say 

oppressive- developmental state, no democratic prerequisites accompanied international loans, 

grants and consultancies (Leftwich, 1993). 

 

4.2 The democratic rebellion from the late 1980’s and beyond 

 

Starting in the late 1980’s and accelerating throughout the 1990’s, the world came to be 

engulfed by a democratic wave (Huntington, 1990; Young, 1996; Wantchekon, 2004; Rose & Shin, 

2001).  Table 1 shows the extent of the spread of the democratic game throughout the world 

(Diamond, 1996).13  

 

Table 1 -- Number of Formal Democracies, 1974, 1990-95 

Number of 

Democracies 

Number of 

Countries 

Democracies as a % 

of All Countries 
Year 

1974 39 142 27.5% 

1990 76 165 46.1% 

1991 91 183 49.7% 

1992 99 186 53.2% 

1993 108 190 56.8% 

1994 114 191 59.7% 

1995 117 191 61.3% 

 

Democracy took African countries by storm.  Wiseman (1995:1) ascertains that since 1989, “the 

number of African states with experience of change of government through elections rose from one 

to fourteen”, and by 1995, “a vast majority of African states had held genuinely competitive 

elections”. The Journal African Demos (1995) finds only three African countries to be deeply 

engrossed in authoritarian rule (Libya, Nigeria and Sudan); seven were not deemed fully democratic 

                                                             
13

 Sources: Data from Freedom House, Freedom in the World: The Annual Survey of Political Rights and Civil 

Liberties, 1990-91, 1991-92, 1992-93, 1993-94, 1994-95 (New York: Freedom House, 1991 and years following); 

and Freedom Review 27 (January-February 1996).  
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due to state-wide political violence (Algeria, Angola, Burundi, Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone and 

Somalia); the remaining 42 countries were classified as having partial or substantial democracy 

(Young, 1993).  

The following maps show to what extent the democratic game has been adopted by African 

countries (1985 versus 2005). 14  

                                                             
14

  Source: Council on Foreign Affairs, Independent Task Force Report, Issue 56. 2006 
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4.2.1 Domestic influences on democratization in Africa 

The collapse of authoritarian regimes in Africa was largely rooted in domestic forces.  The 

promises of the developmental dictatorships hallowed out as years of economic decline and political 

corruption dragged many African countries towards the brink. Shrinking economies stole 

authoritarian regimes of their tax revenues, stalling the patronage system so vital to maintaining 

leaders in favor (Herbst, 2001, Lancaster, 1991). To add insult to injury, high external debt in the 

1980’s forced rulers to adopt stringent IMF economic policies that further reduced the size of the 

wealth pie, undermining the regime (Lancaster, 1991). The middle class, faced with unemployment, 

loss of food subsidies and higher university tuition fees formed the core pro-democratic uprisings 

(Baker, 2000). Trade unions and the Church have also been identified by Wiseman for their 

prominent role in organizing grass root uprisings (Wiseman, 1995).  Exacerbated by an evaporating 

military loyalty due to salary nonremittals (Herbst, 2001), authoritarian regimes whittled from the 

lack of legitimacy and military backing.  But instead of the enduring cycle of military coups that would 

replace one authoritarian regime with another,15 international influences played a substantial role in 

changing the nature of subsequent regimes.  

 

4.2.2 International influences: a shift of paradigms and its fallouts  

Geo-political changes and intellectual shifts brought a new paradigm to the fore: democracy. This 

widely acclaimed and legitimized idea has had an impact on four targets: normative and instrumental 

values of democracy in the eyes of political leaders; expectation of citizens; foreign policy of 

democratic governments and finally international financial institutions.  

The withering and eventual dismemberment of the Soviet Union in 1991 had two major 

outcomes.  First, the perceptive failure of such a strong and authoritarian regime –along the failure 

many African regimes- to wrench their populations out of poverty undermined the authoritarian 

                                                             
15

 From 1958 and 1984, there have been 56 successful coups, 65 attempted coups and 109 non-reported coups 

in 45 African countries (McGowan & Johnson, 1984).  
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development paradigm.  The elite that had justified the sacrifice of democracy in the name of 

development found itself discredited by years of economic mismanagement and corruption. An 

emerging Western intellectual current began advocating for small government and individual 

freedom as engines of growth.  Neo-liberalism was reconciling development with democracy, 

breaking the “developmental state” and advancing the belief that the benefits of a free market 

economy can only flourish in free societies in which the individual outshines the states (Friedman, 

2002) – democracy was being seen as preconditions for growth (Leonard, 2008). 16 The argument 

found itself flipped on its head: It is not growth that brings democracy, but democracy that brings 

growth.  The failure of the authoritarian development paradigm made citizens around the world less 

acquiescent to the idea of guardianship. Instead of enlightenment they wanted accountability.  Rising 

above the ashes of the Soviet Union was a country (the U.S) that managed strong economic growth 

under a democratic regime. Democracy beckoned an instrumental value (development) and a 

normative value (government accountability to its citizens). A change in consciousness coupled by 

domestic pressure pushed African leaders into democratic bandwagon. Soon, political systems began 

to restructure around a new political and economic ideal (Alden, 2007).
17

   

Second, the end of the cold war unshackled Africa from geo-political interests. Soviet aid ebbed, 

catalyzing the fall of authoritarian regimes (Munslow, 1993). With the threat of communism gone 

and access to resources secured, the United States found itself with little interest in Africa, not least 

in buttressing authoritarian regimes. But instead of opting out of Africa’s internal affairs, American 

foreign policy got imbued with the democratic paradigm. “The idea that rich nations should use their 

power….to reform autocracies has migrated from a creed of a select few American thinkers once 

                                                             
16

 Not only democracy, but a package of economic prescriptions that came to be known as “Washington 

Consensus”.  This include fiscal policy discipline, cut in public spending, trade liberalization, privatization of 

state owned enterprises, deregulations and legal security for property rights.  

17 The New Partnership for Africa’s Development states (NEPAD) –an economic program under the African 

Union- “Affirms our commitment to the role of Democracy and its core values” (NEPAD declaration papers, p. 

2).  
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perceived as naïve idealists to the core of the United States’ national security strategy” (Kurlantzick, 

2007:216). A fleet of democratization programs quickly followed suit.  Voice of America, Radio Free 

Europe and the National endowment for Democracy, expanded in the face of little opposition 

(Huntington, 1990). The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) invests millions 

of dollars in supporting political parties that oppose authoritarian regimes (A. Mandaville & P. 

Mandaville, 2007).  By U.S law, it is now illegal to give aid to countries whose elected governments 

have been overthrown by military coups (Herbst, 2001). America has gone as far as using military 

power to bring about democracy –Iraq and Afghanistan as recent examples. Furthermore, political 

conditionalities -good governance and democracy- were coupled with IMF aid and loans to force 

political actors to bend to the rules of the democratic game. 18 Donors have realized the futility of 

pouring aid into countries whose unaccountable government siphon off the money into foreign bank 

accounts and corner poverty reduction into an after-thought (Ake, 1996).  The importance of 

democracy and civil liberties in making aid effective has been assimilated by the donor community 

(Svensson, 1999). Countries dependent on foreign aid may be pressured by the international 

financial community to adopt democracy. 
19

 

  Events in Eastern Europe and South Africa consolidated the democratic paradigm in Africa. 

Popular uprising by disenchanted citizens against the brutality of authoritarian regimes conjured up a 

David versus Goliath struggle and gave courage to popular democratic movements elsewhere. As 

Omar Bongo, president of Gabon observed at that time, “the wind from the East is shaking the 

                                                             
18

 Political conditionalities in aid conditionalities have more than just a normative value. Tired of seeing defaults 

on loans and siphoned off money, the IMF and the World Bank believe democratic governments are not only 

more accountable to their citizens, but also to their creditors.  

 
19

 The democratic paradigm that seeped into foreign policy and international aid institutions has some 

limitations. Because the pressure originates from an external source, it becomes an easier task for politicians to 

deceive the international community as to their commitment to the democratic game (Carothers, 1997; 

Bratton and Van de Walle, 1988; Karl, 1986).  The charade of elections to curry international favor has not been 

unheard of.  This point reminds us of the caveat we have identified earlier, that of taking procedural democracy 

at face value. Yet, if we consider democracy has being rooted in domestic factors in addition to international 

factors, the charade will not withhold pressure from citizens to demand authenticity.  Thus, although the 

fallacy of electoralism is existent, it shouldn’t withstand the test of time.  
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coconut trees of Africa” (Lancaster, 1991: 152).  Popular pressure combined with Mandela’s real and 

symbolic fight against Apartheid brought the authoritarian regime to its knees, becoming the voice of 

confidence to millions of citizens demanding democracy throughout Africa.  Civil society expected 

not only a new regime, but an accountable and democratic one that would not commit the mistakes 

of its predecessors. Democracy was no longer seen as a western concept, but as a universal good.  

 

4. 3 Conclusion 

 

The pitfalls of the authoritarian development paradigm and the rise of a new intellectual current 

established democracy as a new paradigm.  Democracy had rekindled itself with an instrumental 

value (development) and a normative value (right to choose and maintain a government accountable 

to its citizens), both of which started to be embraced by political actors and citizens. Moreover, 

political actors had little choice but to adopt the democratic game in order to claim legitimacy of 

rule.  Foreign policy pressure and international aid institutions contributed to, and reinforced the 

democratic paradigm. It appeared to be the “end of history”, when democracy sailed unchallenged 

by competing ideas (Fukuyama, 1992).   

Is this democratic movement sustainable? We adopt a pessimistic view.  Although the 

democratic wave has swept Africa out of its many authoritarian regimes, the continual dearth of 

socio-economic conditions we established to be necessary for democracy to become stable doesn’t 

bode well for a democratic Africa (Ake, 1996).  Notwithstanding stellar performing countries such as 

Botswana and Mauritius that have experienced substantial economic growth for many decades, 

many African countries have not benefited from socio-economic transformation needed to cement 

democracy.  Growth figures have actually been appalling. Easterly and Levine (1995) estimated that 

on average GDP per capita did not grow between 1969 and 1999.  Even worse, since the 1980’s there 

has been an actual GDP per capita decline (about 1 percent per annum) in most African countries 
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(Collier & Gunning, 1999). It is estimated that 32 African countries were poorer in 1999 than in 1980 

(ibid).  

A democratic revolution based solely on individual agency is thus unstable. Knowing that 

international factors affect individual agency, geo-political events may threaten this new status-quo.   

China’s entry into the super power classification coupled with its increasing interaction with Africa is 

having two consequences. First, China may be offering a better paradigm, one that does not ascribe 

any virtues to democracy. Decline economic growth since the 1980’s is showing to be a bad start for 

democracy in terms of economic promises, and a rival model is becoming more palpable the greater 

China’s interaction is with Africa. Second, a geo-political intensification to secure natural resources 

may threaten Western tools that have recently helped promote democracy in Africa (foreign policies 

and IFI’s in the 1990’s). 
20

 

 

 

 

 

     

                                                             
20

 The democratic paradigm has troubles remaining in foreign policy agendas and aid institutions. Realists 

argue that states are uninterested in the regime of other states; as long as these regimes serve their interests, 

they are willing to accommodate tyrannical regimes (Smith, 1993). They would also contend that the 

democracy theme in foreign policy and aid institutions arose from a lack of vital interests in the continent.  This 

allowed liberal ideas to penetrate and become institutionalized in foreign policy and aid institutions.  But the 

support for democracy abroad is a costly endeavor, and the outcomes are not always certain
20

.  If a new threat 

arises that threatens the interests of powerful states, democratic ideals will be swiftly swamped for self-

interest and realism.  
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Chapter V 

China in Africa 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

Since the late 1980’s, certain elements – the fall of the Soviet Union;  democratic uprisings in  

Eastern Europe and South Africa; an intellectual shift in favor of democracy- have pushed a 

democratic paradigm onto Africa, impacting individual agency and instigating a democratic wave that 

brought democracy to a vast number of African countries.  We have also concluded that the 

democratic revolution that sprang from individual agency is inherently unstable.  What we want to 

try to answer here is whether China’s entry into Africa is destabilizing this status-quo.  First, we 

surmise that China may be awakening a rival paradigm - centering not on democracy and political 

rights but on sovereignty and economic rights – that influences Africa via its greater interaction with 

the continent. Second, this rival paradigm is shaping Chinese foreign and aid policies in such a way 

that it buttresses authoritarian regimes.  Third, China’s entry into Africa may be awakening a new 

scramble for resources that may undermine tools have helped sustain the democratic paradigm: 

Western foreign policy and international financial institutions.   

 

5.2 The political background 

 

The People’s Republic of China has been under the rule of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP) since Mao Zedong’s victory over Chiang Kai-Shek in 1949.  Henceforth and until 1978, a 

centrally planned economy with social ownership of the means of production was instituted by a one 

party state (Saich, 2001). Although Mao conceptualized the meaning of democracy in terms of 

reconciliation and class collaboration, and saw an obligation to educate and mobilize the masses into 

legitimizing political decisions conducted at the top,
 21

 there is little doubt that Mao and his 

                                                             
21

  “The New Democracy” is a Maoist concept that centers around the interaction and the need for 

reconciliation of the 4 classes found in society – proletarian workers, petty bourgeois, peasants and the 
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successors saw themselves as revolutionary vanguards, an elite guardian class that was meant to 

guide the masses into enlightened truth (ibid). Consequently, contrary to the importance given to the 

opposition in democratic systems, the CCP never acknowledged the legitimacy of competing political 

spheres, going great lengths to prevent capitalists and intellectuals from undermining their vision 

(ibid).  The death of Mao in 1976 and the failed economic and political ambitions that preceded it - 

the Great Leap Forward of 1958-160; the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976 - gave way to a sui 

generis modus operandi. Under the direction of Deng Xiaoping, post-Mao China gradually embraced 

a capitalistic economic system whilst preserving an authoritarian, purportedly communist regime. 

The class struggle was dropped and Xiaoping inaugurated a new era embodied in the slogan 

“Development is the absolute principle” (Sachs, 2007).  Economic growth unleashed by the 

capitalistic transitions empowered spheres outside the political armada, spurring the latter to soften 

its guardian undertone.   As Harry Harding cited by Zheng puts it, China went from a totalitarian 

regime to a “consultative authoritarian regime” (Zheng, 1994), wherein the politburo consultants 

with various sectors of society to gauge tendencies, threats and desires. Into the twenty first century, 

China’s political agenda still does not include a transition to democracy (Shenkar, 2005), contending 

that economic reforms and institutions reforms –e.g. the rule of law - must precede democratic ones 

(Leonard, 2008).22 For historical reasons23, what matters most for the CCP is not what kind of 

governance dominates the political landscape, but how best to secure the sovereignty of a country 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
capitalists. The Chinese flag presents one large stars (the Communist party) surrounded by these ‘bloc of our 4 

classes.’ The symbolism remains just that. It wouldn’t take long for Mao to vilify the petty bourgeois and the 

capitalists.  The “mass line” was an organization principle adopted by the party to make sure leadership and the 

masses remained in sync with policy decisions.  The masses were frequently ‘consulted’ and provoked into 

acquiescing political decisions.  This bottom up approach to policy legitimization was more symbolic than 

practical or even desirable by the communist leaders.  

22
 Leonard points to a Chinese psyche against democracy.  The collapse of the Soviet Union and the ruinous 

path it undertook under liberal democracy; The rise of an enemy-Taiwan- legitimized by its democratic hues; 

the fear that democracy will unleash a peasant grab-of-power as a result of the massive urban/rural economic 

divide in China.  

23
 The incursion into China by Western powers and Japan.  
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and the economic rights of its citizens.  In reference to developing nations, China believes a guardian 

regime is best suited to attain these goals. Chinese scholars believe that the rush to democracy 

would undermine sovereignty and the overall wealth of its citizens (ibid). On the latter, China’s 

position echoes the 1960’s Western development economists stance on democracy.    

 

5.3 The economic background 

 

Authoritarian rule has accompanied spectacular economic growth. A state-led 

developmental scheme coupled with grass-root ingenuity unleashed an economic powerhouse that 

has been growing 9.5 percent per annum since 1978 (Kuijs & Wang, 2006), quadrupling the size of 

the economy.  Living standards since then have increase ninefold, and poverty has been reduced 

from 280 million to 140 million (CSIS/IIE, 2006). China is now ranked the second biggest economy in 

the world (World Bank, 2008) and is poised to become a formidable global power. This monumental 

growth has had important repercussions on internal and external dynamics.   The legitimacy of CCP 

depends on economic growth not on electoral democracy (Kitissou, 2007).  But economic growth is 

being threatened by limited raw materials and energy supplies. This conundrum has prompted the 

CCP to expand its foreign policy in a bid not only to secure continual access to raw materials and 

energy supplies but its own survival.  This convergence of circumstances has put resource-rich Africa 

squarely on China’s foreign policy radar screen.  

 

5.4 China is not a new friend to Africa
24

   

 

China’s involvement with Africa is no recent undertaking.  As early as the early 1950’s, the 

newly created People’s Republic of China (PRC) saw in the fledging independent states of Africa an 

opportunity not only to forge new partnerships but its own international legitimacy.  Lacking formal 

United Nations recognition and endeavoring to eject The Republic of China (a.k.a Taiwan) from the 

                                                             
24

 Though China’s involvement goes as far back as the Han Dynasty (2
nd

 Century B.C) for the sake of conciseness 

we shall focus on the period after the CCP came to power. 
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Security Council, the CCP embarked on a diplomatic mission aimed at expanding its international 

presence. China’s foreign policy towards Africa in the 1960’s focused on creating solidarity in 

addition to a mutual identity: a common struggle (anti-colonialism); a common ideology (socialism) 

and a common goal (self-reliance) (Alden & Alves, 2008). ‘The Five Principle of Peaceful Coexistence’, 

launched in 1949 defined the relationship China would adopt with its new African partners to this 

very day: mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, mutual 

non-interference in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefits (ibid). The recurrence of the “non 

interference” theme stems from China’s belief that Africa’s plight has been caused by the constant 

meddling of super powers into Africa’s domestic sphere (Yu, 1977).  

China’s influence in Africa during the 1960’s and 1970’s was restricted by it still being a 

developing nation that lacked financial wherewithal and development expertise. Nonetheless, 

Chinese aid to 36 African countries reached US$2.5 billion between 1954 and 1977 (Le Pere & 

Shelton, 2007:56).  One of its more prominent examples of aid distribution was the US$405 million 

interest free loan it gave for the construction of the TanZam railway (1970-1975), linking Zambia rich 

copper belt to the coastal port of Dar Es Salaam in Tanzania.  It represented the large aid packaged 

made to an African country by a communist state (Hull, 1972).  

 The shift from a socialist to a market economy in 1978 prompted China to disengage 

substantially from Africa in the 1980’s, focusing instead on mending relations with the developed 

countries. Having acquired a seat in the Security Council in 1971 in large part thanks to the support of 

African countries, China now turned west to cater to the powers that can provide capital and 

technology to its fledging capitalist economy (Alden & Alves, 2008). 

 Three events shifted China’s attention back into African in the 1990’s.  The international 

condemnation of the Tiananmen Square Massacre in 1989 compelled China to resume an aggressive 

diplomatic mission lest it becomes marginalized. Moreover, the uncontested international hegemony 

of the United States following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 instilled fear that China’s 
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steady expansion would be stalled (Carmody & Owusu, 2007).  More importantly, the year 1993 

presented a watershed moment when China became for the first time a net importer of oil (Shirk, 

2007:136).25  China’s goal of self-reliance was being washed away by a booming economy that 

depended on external sources to maintain its growth, external sources made more vulnerable by a 

whimsical U.S hegemon.  China’s re-entry into Africa is thus largely a quest to rebalance a supply and 

demand deficit and to secure resources for future growth.  

 

5.5 China’s growing involvement in Africa: some numbers 

 

China has become Africa’s largest trading partner after the United States and France (Alden, 

2007).  Bilateral trade increased by 430% between 1989 and 1997 (Tull, 2006). In 1996 it stood at 

US$4 Billion, reaching US$55 billion by 2006 (Payne & Veney, 1998: 876) - China promising to 

increase this number to US$100 billion by 2009 (Meidan, 2006). Between 2000 and 2006, China’s 

share of Africa’s export grew from 2.6 to over 9.3 per cent, becoming a leading trading partner for 

several African countries (Alden, 2007). Africa now provides 31 percent of its energy requirements, 

with Angola and Sudan being the biggest supplier.  China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) had 

invested heavily in Sudanese government’s Greater Nile Petroleum Corporation, owning 40 percent 

of the companies share and helping the country obtain vital revenues after years of civil war and 

Western sanctions (Kurlantzick, 2007:221). China’s thrust for natural resources goes beyond oil. 

Being the largest consumer of Copper in the world, China is investing heavily in copper mines in 

Zambia and in the Congo (Eisenman, 2007; Taylor, 2006).  China’s investment appetite branches off 

into logging (Equatorial Guinea and Liberia), cotton and sisal (Nigeria and Tanzania), transportation 

(Botswana), textile (Zambian and Kenya) and telecommunication (Djibouti and Namibia) (Alden, 

2007).  China’s thrust for natural resources has spurred a commodity price bubble (Carmody & 

Yowusu, 2007).  

                                                             
25

 China has become the second largest consumer of oil after the United States. (Energy Information 

Administration/Official Energy statistics from the U.S Government – www.eia.doe.gov) 
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In a bid to secure access to resources and to establish diplomatic partnerships with African 

countries, China is handing out large amount of aid. Six classifications can be identified (Kaplinsky, 

McCormick, Morris, 2006). Financial assistance (1) linked to investments has been provided to 

support over 900 projects, from road and stadium constructions to mining development (Nduru, 

2007). Debt relief (2) has exempted 31 Sub-Saharan countries (SSA) from RMB 10.5 billion of debt 

(Kaplinsky, McCormick, Morris, 2006). Training programs (3) provided by China’s African Human 

Resource Development Fund as trained over 9,400 Africans by the end of 2004, and 15,600 

scholarships were awarded to 54 SSA countries in 2005 (ibid).  Technical assistance (4) has provided 

SSA countries with 600 teachers and more than 15,000 Chinese doctors (ibid). Tariff exemptions (5) 

have affected 25 SSA economies providing preferential treatment for over 190 products (ibid).  Peace 

keeping forces (6) - 3000 troops - have been deployed to area of conflicts such as the Congo and 

Sudan (Nduru, 2007).   

 

5.6 A rival paradigm emerges: The sovereignty paradigm 

 

  The democratic paradigm was largely born out of the emergence of U.S hegemon whose 

model of governance went undisputed since the end of the cold war. The sovereignty paradigm is 

emerging out from a rising China.  A paradigm that argues what is most important for a country is its 

sovereignty, a right to shun political and economic pressure and focus on increasing the welfare of its 

citizens irrespective of the system of governance.  Rooted in Chinese historicity, it implies that 

democracy is only a western contraception that can serve little purpose in developing countries.  

As such, China’s rise to superpower status is challenging the product of a threatened 

hegemon. As Leonard puts it (2008:133), “China’s own emancipation from the West has created an 

alternative, non-Western path for the rest of the world to follow. The ideal of a ‘walled World’ where 

nations can trade with each other on global markets but maintain their control over their economic 

future, their political system and their foreign policy is emerging as an ideological challenge.”   
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China’s growing interaction with African countries lubricates the transmission of a model 

that places emphasis not on democracy and political rights, but on sovereignty and economic rights. 

Inspired by its accomplishments, China is swaying developing countries to follow its example. One 

strategy is to fortify a mutual trust that would improve the transmittance of the model.   Its 

rapprochement with the African continent – steeped in an anti-imperialist discourse- hasn’t markedly 

changed since its forays in the early 1950’s.  Chinese officials continue pressing the fact that China 

has never colonized Africa. As the Chinese ambassador Liu Guijin stated to the South African Business 

community in 2006 (Nduru, 2007): 

 

Zheng took to the places he visited tea, chinaware, silk and technology. He did not occupy an 

inch of foreign land, nor did he take a single slave. What he brought to the outside world was peace 

and civilization. This fully reflects the good faith of the ancient Chinese people in strengthening 

exchanges with relevant countries and their people. This peace-loving culture has taken deep root in 

the minds and hearts of Chinese people of all generations. 

 

A second strategy is to cultivate a mistrust of the West. China views the seeping of western 

political and economic ideals into Africa as an encroachment on their values and territorial 

sovereignty, akin to neo-imperialism.
26

 China often labels the U.S as a hegemon to be feared. During 

a Sino-African Cooperation27 in 2003, Premier Wen Jiabo warned that “the people of the world share 

the aspiration for peace, stability and development. But hegemonism [sic] [the U.S] is raising its ugly 

head” (Eisenman, 2007:34).  African psyche is laden with foreign mistrust, and the West’s staunch 

support for democracy is taken by many with a heavy grain of salt. China exploits that psyche to 

                                                             
26

 IMF’s structural adjustment programs in the 1980’s have undoubtedly undermined the sovereignty of African 

nations, coercing them into adopting economic reforms against their will. Western’s democratic demands have 

placed African leaders in a tight corner that China deems a violation of sovereignty. 

27
 Established in 2000, the forum helps streamline Chinese Aid to Africa.  



42 

 

position itself as trustworthy partner vis-à-vis a suspicious antecedent (Taylor, 1998).  China hails its 

developing-nation status to find commonality with the Continent. “China is the largest developing 

country in the world and Africa is the continent with the largest number of developing countries” 

(People’s daily, 2000).  As such, it believes its model of development - one in which “human rights 

such as economic rights and rights of subsistence are the main priority for developing countries and 

take precedence over personal, individual rights as conceptualized by the West” (Taylor, 1998: 448)- 

is the most appropriate for a developing Africa.  It thus discredits the instrumental and normative 

values of the democratic paradigm –going as far as mocking the democratic wave and warning 

African of the risk of implementing a model that does not  square well with actual conditions in Africa 

(Taylor, 1998).  

 

5.7 The impact of the sovereignty paradigm on Africa’s individual agency 

 

We have established that paradigms have an influence on individual agency. From the early 

1990’s, individual agency in Africa has been in part shaped by the democratic paradigm. It may be 

too soon to tell if the sovereignty paradigm is increasingly influencing individual agency in Africa, but 

some evidence is coming forth that lends credence to this hypothesis. Ibrahim Yilla, director of Asia 

for the Sierra Leone government, contends that many African leaders share the belief that 

democracy should be relegated to the backburner (Taylor, 2006:939).  Chris Marolong, an expert at 

the Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria asserts that “we might see the Chinese political system 

appealing to a lot of states whose elites and regimes are more in line with that sort of thinking” and 

“It’s really a conflict of two systems, one based on regime security and the other, almost western, 

which talks of human security – good governance and human rights” (International Herald Tribune).  

This is of little surprise, since many African leaders have felt threatened by the ‘democratic 

awakening’. The difference now is that leaders, by pointing to the East (China) may be reclaiming 

legitimacy to a system of governance that disregards democratic principles. President Robert 



43 

 

Mugabe of Zimbabwe is one amongst a possible silent many to have wholeheartedly proclaimed its 

admiration for the Chinese model and its disdain for western-style democracy. Rallying voters in a 

stadium built by the Chinese, Mugabe proclaimed “We have turned East, where the sun rises, and 

given our back to the West” (Kurlantzick, 2007: 219). 

 Civil society may also start to lose faith in the normative and instrumental values of 

democracy, not least if democracy does not solve chronic African problems.  Chinese intellectuals in 

the likes of Pan Wei have been arguing that democratic emancipation within China will not solve the 

country’s most pressing issues: “the rise of protest, the gap between rich and poor, the near 

bankruptcy of the rural economy, the lack of domestic consumption or the pervasive corruption of 

the political elite”(Leonard: 2007: 61). With Chinese’s efforts to build a common developing-country 

identity, African citizens may identify their societies with their Chinese counterpart, and be swayed 

by Pan Wei’s argument to drop the democratic quest.   

 

5.8 China’s foreign and aid policy in Africa 

 

Similar to the democratic paradigm that has seeped into Western foreign policy and aid 

institutions, the sovereignty paradigm is shaping Chinese foreign policy and aid policies.  

The 5 principle of Peaceful coexistence dating back to 1949 still represents the cornerstone 

of Chinese foreign policy in Africa: mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty, mutual 

non-aggression, mutual non-interference in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefits. Contrary to 

Western countries, China’s involvement comes with no strings attached –no political conditionalities. 

28 This stance is based on three rationales.  Economically (1), China wants unconditional access to 

sources of raw material and potential markets, and qualms over ‘regime ethics’ would hamper or 

delay acquisitions (Gill & Huang, 2006). Furthermore, states that have been shunned by Western 

countries for violation of democratic principles presents themselves as ideal competition-free 

                                                             
28

 The only political condition is a diplomatic one. China wants African countries to drop their recognition of a 

sovereign Taiwan.  
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markets for Chinese companies to settle in. Western sanctions appear to be a boon for China. 

Ideologically (2), China believes it would be a violation of its ‘five principles of Peaceful coexistence’. 

It professes the sanctity of state sovereignty, and violations of this right would undermine China’s 

stance of being a unique partner of Africa. Politically (3), it would be dangerous for the CCP to 

underscore democratic principles abroad while espousing the opposite at home.  The outcome of 

these rationales is that China is dealing with non-democratic regimes and buttressing their survival. 

Consequently, it undermines Western’s effort to shore up democratic regimes, either through 

foreign policy or through ISI’s.  

China’s dealings with Zimbabwe and Sudan provide clear examples of the implications on 

democracy.  Though both countries are nominal democracies, their failure to uphold free and fair 

elections disqualify them from our procedural definition of democracy.  The last two decades of 

elections in Zimbabwe were condemned by the international community for their electoral rigging, 

voter intimidation and fraud (Taylor, 2002).  The 2000 elections in Sudan were boycotted by the 

opposition based on claims of electoral fraud. Furthermore, a violation of associational 

autonomy
29

violates Dahl’s democratic prerequisites (Library of Congress, 2004).  The failings to 

honor the West’s democratic prerequisites have marginalized these two countries from the 

international community- the goal being to shorten the lives of the authoritarian regimes. Instead, 

China’s continuous political and economic relation with the pariah regimes may be giving them a new 

lease on life. Following the appalling 2008 fraudulent elections, China vetoed United Nation’s 

sanctions that would have placed an arm embargo on Zimbabwe as well as other punitive measures 

(El Pais, 2008). China continues to sell arms to both countries in defiance of the international 

sanctions, buttressing the military wherewithal of these regimes (Eisenman, 2007). Moreover, 

financial assistance and trade deals with the pariah regimes preserve their status-quo. Since 1995, 

over U.S$ 15 billion has been invested by China into Sudan’s oil industry and related infrastructure 

                                                             
29

 political parties in Sudan need approval of the government to operate (Library of Congress, 2004) 
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and in 2006 China delivered a preferential loan of US$3 million to President Bashir’s regime (Alden, 

2007:62). Zimbabwe has recently acquired a US$ 1.3 Billion energy and mining investment package 

from the Chinese Development Bank (Fishel & Lawson, 2007:120). Aid without conditionalities is 

then undercutting the political relevance of Western aid packages. A state could now turn to China 

for assistance without being coerced into adopting democratic principles. As Alden (2007: 35) 

correctly remarks, “the Western monopoly over development had, in some sense, truly been 

broken”. 

 Finally, China’s foreign and aid policy may be undermining democracy, this time 

inadvertently.  China’s expanding appetite for natural resources may be perceived as a threat to the 

United States and other powers.  This may raise the specter of a renewed cold-war mentality, 

wherein the idealistic strides towards democracy since the early 1990’s may give way a realist foreign 

policy based purely on self-interest.  This would in effect collapse Western tools that have been used 

to buttress the democratic paradigm.  
30
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 It is too early to back up this hypothesis, as there is no evidence yet of ideological shifts in Western foreign 

policy when it comes to the African continent. It is reasonable to assume America is too bogged down in the 

Middle East to start worrying about strategic losses in Africa.   
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

 

Since the time of missionaries foraying into the continent in search of converts, Africa has 

been subjected to outside interference and influence that have shaped its political and economic 

landscape.  Nominal democratic systems left behind by colonial masters fell asunder as kleptocracy , 

intellectual shifts (primacy of development over democracy), geo-political forces (cold war rivalry) 

and economic woes (economic mismanagement and corruption) acted to strangle a democratic 

future.  In the late 1980’s, the political landscape began to shift radically.   Having gone through 

tumultuous decades of economic regression and violent political upheavals that saw the rise and fall 

of dictatorships to the beat of military coups, a democratic movement swept away authoritarian 

regimes.  Rooted in this political transformation was a disillusioned domestic force that grew 

wearisome of unaccountable government elites spoiling the prospects of a meaningful future. 

Citizens began asking for a system of governance that would offer an instrumental value 

(development) and a normative value (government accountability).   International events heralded a 

system of governance that would offer just that. The fall of the Soviet Union and the appalling 

political and economic results of authoritarian regimes put the spotlight back on democracy. An 

intellectual shift (neo-liberalism) highlighted its instrumental value and events in Eastern Europe and 

South African affirmed the universality of democracy’s normative value.  Democracy became a 

dominant idea (a paradigm) that swept away the previous one (development authoritarianism).  It 

induced a change in the foreign policy of Western governments and international financial 

institutions, making democratic promotion a key constituent of their interactions with African 

countries.  International and domestic pressure to democratize acted on individual agency (attitudes 

and actions of political actors) to open their countries to democratic elections.   A democratic waved 
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swept Africa in the early 1990’s and continued into the twenty-first century.  By 2005, 28 countries 

were characterized by election representation, up from 1 country in 1985.    

Yet democracy based solely on individual agency remains unstable. Democracy needs certain 

socio-economic conditions (majoritarian consensus, a large wealth pie, higher level of education and 

political consciousness) to make it immune to the whims of political actors or international forces. 

Social and economic transformation -one that could sustain democracy in the long term - failed to 

take root in Africa.  

China’s growing influence on Africa presents itself as the biggest challenge to a democratic 

paradigm that has kept individual agency entrenched in democratic ideals.  China’s extraordinary 

growth under an authoritarian regime has buttressed a taboo international currency that suggests 

only a heavy political hand can conjure up the wealth dreamed by developing countries.  Turning to 

the East for guidance, many African countries may be abandoning their faith in the democratic 

process, swayed by arguments that portray democracy as an idiosyncratic phenomenon that bears 

little relevance to developing countries. China is offering a model that emphasizes sovereignty and 

economic rights, and its appeal to other developing countries is transforming it into a paradigm 

(sovereignty paradigm) that threatens the democratic one.  Africans, from political leaders to 

citizens, may start identifying with the economic and political struggles China has had to face, and 

considering China has had an untainted past with the continent, may perceive it as more authentic 

partner and model to emulate.  Moreover, the sovereignty paradigm is shaping China’s foreign and 

aid policies, buttressing authoritarian regimes and undercutting the abilities of Western foreign 

policies and international financial institutions to condemn democratic violations.  

Some may argue that China’s economic involvement in Africa is spurring an economic growth that 

may be vital to accommodate democracy in the long run. Alden (2007:14) believes that China played 

a key role in elevating Africa’s annual growth record past the five percent. But that growth as largely 
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been due to an increase demand for Africa’s commodities,
31

 a sector with little economic spill-over 

effects and by and large controlled by a commercial and political elite (ibid). An overreliance on 

extractive resources for economic growth may in the long run undermine the latter, precipitating 

what economists call the “Dutch Disease” (Meidan, 2006).
32

 This being said, an economic growth that 

may induce democracy lays largely in the hands of the political economy of the country, and not on 

international factors.  Neither the West nor China will develop Africa.  

Only time will tell if the democratic revolution of the past two decades succumbs to the 

Chinese seduction.  Already cracks are appearing on the democratic canvass.  Yet it is important to 

remember that what worked for China will not necessarily work for Africa.  And although we hold 

democracy has a normative value, this same may be said concerning the West.  What has worked for 

the West may not work for African countries.  Africa has been deeply influenced by international 

forces for too long, and what it really needs is to develop itself on its own terms. With China 

becoming a rival super-power and the U.S fretting over the consequences, Africa’s strategic 

importance is unlikely to bring about such scenario.   

                                                             
31

 China’s demand for raw material has raised the price of copper from US$1319 in 2001 to US$8800 in 2006 

(Carmody & Owusu, 2007:506).  Oil prices have also surged because of China’s growth, representing a boon for 

oil exporting countries as Angola and Sudan.  

32
 The “Dutch Disease”, a term coined by The Economist in 1977 < “The Dutch Disease” (November 26, 

1977). The Economist, pp. 82-83.>, describes a situation when one or many sectors of an economy start to lag 

behind when one sector booms. In the 1960’s, the Netherlands had discovered large amounts of natural gas 

that took resources away from its manufacturing sector, reducing important economic linkages and bringing 

overall growth to a standstill. In the case of Africa, the manufacturing sector may also shrink, forcing African 

countries to import more manufacturing goods and thus negating the gains from the commodity boom.  
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