
Authoritarian Origins of Democratic Party Systems in Africa

Why have seemingly similar African countries developed very different
forms of democratic party systems? Despite virtually ubiquitous con-
ditions that are assumed to be challenging to democracy – low levels
of economic development, high ethnic heterogeneity, and weak state
capacity – nearly two dozen African countries have maintained demo-
cratic competition since the early 1990s. Yet the forms of party sys-
tem competition vary greatly: from highly stable, nationally organized,
well-institutionalized party systems to incredibly volatile, particular-
istic parties in systems with low institutionalization. To explain their
divergent development, Rachel Beatty Riedl points to earlier authori-
tarian strategies to consolidate support and maintain power. The initial
stages of democratic opening provide an opportunity for authoritarian
incumbents to attempt to shape the rules of the new multiparty system
in their own interests, but their power to do so depends on the extent
of local support built up over time. The particular form of the party
system that emerges from the democratic transition is sustained over
time through isomorphic competitive pressures embodied in the new
rules of the game, the forms of party organization, and the structure of
competition that shape party and voter behavior alike.
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PRPB Parti de la Révolution Populaire du Bénin
PS Parti Socialiste
PSD Parti Social-Démocrate
RB Renaissance du Benin
RND Rassemblement National Démocratique
UNIP United National Independence Party
UPND United Party for National Development

xi

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04504-0 - Authoritarian Origins of Democratic Party Systems in Africa
Rachel Beatty Riedl
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107045040
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xii List of Acronyms

Note on Party Names: Where party names changed over time, such as the Parti
Socialiste in Senegal, I consistently use the contemporary party name to describe
that party even during historical periods when it was officially known as the
Bloc démocratique sénégalais (BDS), l’Union progressiste sénégalaise (UPS), or
Bloc populaire sénégalais (BPS). This holds true for other party name changes as
well, with the exception of the Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) in
Ghana, which officially changed its name to the National Democratic Congress
(NDC) with the transition to multipartism. During the transition period, I refer
to the party as the (P)NDC.
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Preface

Party systems across democracies in Sub-Saharan Africa vary dramatically.
Some are weakly institutionalized; their political parties are poorly organized,
cycling in and out of existence, and are not consistently present across the
country. Others are highly institutionalized, with enduring parties that form
deep links with voters and organize in every constituency. Why did some
African party systems become highly institutionalized whereas others did not?

Observers of African politics overlook the importance of formal demo-
cratic institutions such as political parties. The conventional wisdom suggests
that informal relationships prevail and that party systems are little more than
window dressing in democratic politics. Informal institutions such as patri-
monialism and clientelism do matter in African democracies, but they now
work in tandem with formal institutions such as the party system. To under-
stand African politics, we need to understand how these formal and informal
institutions simultaneously structure politics in these countries.

Doing so means recognizing that political parties operate differently across
the continent. The degree of party system institutionalization is an enduring
feature of the democratic landscape of each country that offers uneven oppor-
tunities for participation, representation, accountability, and alternation. Why
did countries develop the type of competitive political party system that they
have, and what does this mean for the evolution of democracy?

Answering these questions requires looking at how prior authoritarian
regimes accumulated power. In most African authoritarian regimes, incum-
bents consolidate their power in one of two ways: broad-based incorporation
of social and economic authorities at the local level or state substitution –
attempting to neutralize local power brokers and replace them with state-
sponsored organizations. Both strategies are equally useful for authoritarians
who want to maintain control, but they are not equally transferrable once

xiii
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xiv Preface

multiparty elections are held. Facing pressures for democratization, incumbents
want to control the transition process, set the rules of the new multiparty system
in their favor, and win founding elections to maintain power. But incumbent
ruling parties need the support of local elites and their followers who could
defect to the opposition. Whether an incumbent can control the transition
depends on how authoritarian power was accumulated. Incumbents who had
incorporated local authorities were able to maintain their support, set the rules
of democratic competition in their favor, and retain power despite democ-
ratization. Those who had previously substituted party or state agents in an
attempt to replace local power brokers found themselves lacking cooperation
across the rural areas and unable to mobilize mass support. New opposition
forces then pushed for more permissive electoral rules and weakened incumbent
control.

The results of these initial conditions persisted beyond the moment of transi-
tion. Rules for party eligibility, organizational imperatives, and strategic inter-
party alignments drove parties within each country to resemble one another.
Where authoritarian incumbents were strong at the moment of transition, they
restricted entry by new challengers and compelled opposition parties to coa-
lesce to compete. These pressures forced party organizations to emulate the
incumbent’s party, leading to fewer parties and discrete incumbent and oppo-
sition camps. These pressures made party systems more highly institutionalized
in the democratic era. On the other hand, where authoritarian incumbents were
weak, they lost control of the transition agenda, allowing new players to con-
tribute in uncoordinated ways to press for more open participation. New parties
organized along different lines in a party system open to reinvention and party
proliferation. The result in these countries was that weakly institutionalized
party systems persisted.

I test this explanation using a variety of data and multiple methods cov-
ering the entire region and also focusing on the specific cases of Benin,
Ghana, Senegal, and Zambia. Although scholars have so far focused on
factors such as economic development, ethnic demographics, and electoral
institutions to explain why some party systems are more institutionalized
than others, my analysis finds these explanations wanting. Instead, authori-
tarian power on the eve of democratic transition is central in shaping new
party systems. How democracy operates depends not only on characteristics
of the regime itself, but also on the existing relationship between national
and local power brokers. During democratic transitions, these existing rela-
tions condition whether or not incumbents can maintain power and set
the new rules of the game. These rules in turn influence how party sys-
tems develop. Because political competition encourages parties to homoge-
nize, powerful authoritarian incumbents at the moment of transition create
incentives for opposition parties to emulate them. That leaves some party sys-
tems with persistently high levels of institutionalization and others with more
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Preface xv

fragmentation and weak institutionalization. What this sequence of factors
highlights is that democratization is not a tabula rasa: legacies from the past,
specifically authoritarian strategies for maintaining power, play a major role in
determining how democracy operates not only in Sub-Saharan Africa but also
in other new democracies around the world.
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