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Summary 

There is a global trend of democratic retrenchment across the world, in both new and more 

established democracies. The African continent is part of the trend, although there are distinct 

regional variances on the continent. Yet, despite democratic gains in some states and along 

some dimensions of democratic rights, the overall trend is that the democratic gains won in the 

period after 1990 are now eroding. Democracy is challenged in ways that pose threats to 

freedom of speech, association, and information, the ability to choose political leaders, 

protection of personal integrity and private life, and the rule of law with recourse to independent 

courts. As part of a global trend of democratic backsliding, African states have adopted legal 

restrictions on key civil and political rights that form the basis of democratic rule in a range of 

countries, from dominant party regimes such as Zimbabwe, Rwanda, and Tanzania to 

competitive electoral democracies like Zambia, Senegal, and Malawi. In South Africa, where 

democracy and rule of law appear deeply institutionalized, the succession battles and exposed 

levels of corruption under President Zuma, now removed from the leadership of the ANC party, 

suggest a weakening of the institutions intended to check executive powers. The September 

2017 court annulment of the Kenyan elections suggests that the courts were able to perform an 

important accountability function and safeguard free and fair elections. Yet, the aftermath of 

the 2017 Kenyan elections culminated in early 2018 with President Uhuru Kenyatta closing 

down television and radio stations.  

Civil society actors, policy makers, and scholars warn against the democratic backlash 

and its negative implications for domestic and international politics. Internationally, the African 

democratic backlash challenges global actors who have long pressured developing countries to 

politically liberalize. Yet, following what appears to be a global trend of democratic 

backsliding, space for international influence and the spread of liberal norms is closing rapidly. 



Domestically, the observed backlash against democracy may pose further social and political 

threats with wide-reaching implications for development. This may, in turn, challenge the 

implementation of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Rukanova and colleagues (2017) 

argue that whereas closing space for civil society impacts first and foremost on voice and 

participation, restrictions on civil society ultimately may curb even the most seemingly 

apolitical activities such as humanitarian relief. At present, there is limited understanding of 

possible response mechanisms to the conscious attempts at democratic rollback from political 

elites. How do activists come together to advocate for particular rights? When are activists more 

effective in generating mass citizen support for their campaigns? How can researchers, 

international actors, and domestic civil society organizations work together to disseminate and 

use knowledge about organizational resilience in these circumstances? These will be pressing 

questions for scholars and activists going forward. 
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The Democratic Rollback in Africa 

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, Western countries have used foreign aid to promote liberal 

democracy and good governance as the path to social peace and economic prosperity for poor 

countries. Western states and multilateral donors have channeled large amounts of support to 

countries in the global South and former communist countries to spread liberal norms, 

encourage democratization, and foster development (Barnett, 2011; Dietrich & Wright, 2015; 

Resnick & van de Walle, 2013). International support has aimed to strengthen the basic 

institutions of democratic rule: civil society organizations, media, multiparty elections, 

legislatures, and political parties (Burnell, 2013; Bush, 2015). Global democracy levels rose 

steadily partly as a result of Western linkages and leverage (Levitsky & Way, 2010), and the 

1990s and early 2000s saw a wave of former military and one-party regimes embracing political 

liberalization and democratization in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. 

This earlier optimism about a final wave of democratization and the global consolidation 

of democracy (Huntington, 1991) is being called into question. According to the Freedom 

House report, Freedom in the World 2018: Democracy in Crisis, 2017 marked the 12th 

consecutive year of a global decline of democracy. In the past decade, regimes have been 



fiercely pushing back against, and rescinding, key democratic rights such as access to 

information, the ability to join political parties, and enjoyment of equal social rights for all 

people. Importantly, the current backlash differs from previous periods of retrenchment in its 

scale, scope, and degree, and its breadth suggests that acceptance of democracy as the world’s 

dominant form of government—and of an international system built on democratic ideals—is 

under threat. Now into the third decade after the global “democracy turn,” doubts and 

reservations have surfaced among democratizing regimes, and scholarly attention has turned to 

explaining the quality of democracy, democratic erosion, and authoritarian persistence. Recent 

experiences across the globe suggest that the fall of repressive authoritarian regimes does not 

necessarily procure lasting and consolidated democratic regimes, and that democratic 

backsliding and authoritarian backlashes are becoming increasingly common (Bermeo, 2016). 

Understanding the current backlash’s timing, manifestations, causes, and effects is not only of 

great scholarly importance, it also has significant policy relevance in a context where the 

international aid community is scaling back their support and the consequent potential for 

permanent, worldwide political regression. 

The democratic rollback witnessed is not a distinctly African phenomenon. Arguably, the 

conscious efforts by political leaders to roll back democratic rights is perhaps more pronounced 

in parts of Europe, such as Poland and Hungary (Dresden & Howard, 2016: Huq & Ginsberg, 

2018), Turkey (Freedom House, 2018), Latin America, with Venezuela as a striking example 

(Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018), and even the United States (Huq & Ginsberg, 2018 Levitsky & 

Ziblatt, 2018). Emphasizing the marked regional variances on the African continent, the spatial 

distribution of the ongoing rollback on democracy appears heavily concentrated in countries 

that made nominal gains in the 1990s (van de Walle, 2016a). Traditionally, the recipient of high 

amounts of foreign aid, African countries have benefited significantly from good governance 

support since the end of the Cold War, with the West having few competing interests. In the 

1990s and 2000s, this support resulted in a continent-wide increase in the number of civil 

society organizations, the spread of basic human rights, and several successful national 

democratic transitions. In part, as a result of this significant “investment,” scholars and donors 

alike have expended a great deal of effort to study the consolidation of democratic rule and the 

links to international democracy assistance, particularly in Africa (Resnick & van de Walle, 

2013; Bush, 2015), but little attention has so far been given to explain the reverse: the ongoing 

demise of democratic rule on the continent. Following Freedom House reporting (Freedom 

House, 2017, 2018), basic democratic achievements have been largely reversed, starting around 

2005, including in Africa’s more robust democracies like Zambia and South Africa. Institutions 
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that were once crucial for promoting participation and fair contestation—such as courts, anti-

corruption agencies, and the media—are now under pressure and are even being used as a part 

of the authoritarian toolkit (Gyima-Boadi, 2015; Albaugh, 2011). 

The terminology used by scholars varies greatly, underlining the ambiguous nature of  

democratic reversals. Bermeo (2016) characterizes state-led debilitation or elimination of any 

of the political institutions that sustain an excising democracy as democratic backsliding 

(Bermeo, 2016, p. 5). Elected executives weaken checks on executive powers, making 

institutional changes that reduce these checks’ power (Svolik, 2014; Waldner & Lust, 2018). 

Whether referred to as democratic erosion, backsliding, or rollback, scholars point to a range 

of actions that involve relatively fine-grained degrees of change. The changes entail a 

deterioration of qualities associated with democratic governance occurring through a 

discontinuous series of incremental actions. These executive actions make elections less 

competitive without entirely undermining them. They restrict participation without explicitly 

abolishing norms of universal franchise. They reduce constraints of accountability by eroding 

norms of answerability (Waldner & Lust, 2018). 

Levitsky and Way (2015), however, argue that what is occurring is not democratic 

backsliding but rather authoritarian retrenchment. This is a critical point as it raises the question 

of whether the elected leaders that came to power after the third wave of democracy held a 

strong commitment to democratic values in the first place (Levitsky & Way, 2015; van de 

Walle, 2016b). The complexities and ambiguities witnessed suggest that the health of global 

democracy cannot easily be measured by simply counting democracies and autocracies. 

The Nature of Democratic Backlash: Democratic Rights Eroding from Within 

It is important to note that the current backlash against democracy differs from previous periods 

of democratic retrenchment. Contemporary processes of democratic backlash are slower in 

pace:  democracies now tend to erode and not break. In the 1970s, democratic breakdowns 

tended to result in abrupt military or one-party regime shifts (Bermeo, 2016). This is no longer 

the case. Since the end of the Cold War, almost 90% of all countries in the world hold regular 

and at least minimally competitive elections. Yet, increasingly, elections are held under 

authoritarian conditions, with incumbents manipulating the electoral process with no intention 

of succumbing their rule to electoral uncertainty and competition. Across the African continent, 

incumbent leaders are resorting to illiberal strategies to win elections, including election 

violence, vote-buying, voter intimidation, and media control. Yet, while observers lament that 
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the quality of elections is eroding, multiparty elections are upheld, at regular intervals, across 

the continent (Bleck & van de Walle, 2018). 

A distinctive feature characterizing the contemporary democratic backlash is that it takes 

the form of a piecemeal and gradual process. While courts, ombudsman institutions, media, and 

civil society may be deliberately targeted through legal and budgetary procedures, other 

institutions considered central to democracy may be thriving. As an example, multiparty 

elections have become a regularized feature across Africa, yet democratically elected 

parliaments pass votes curtailing the independence of courts or electoral institutions intended 

to secure accountability in future electoral contests (Gyimah-Boadi, 2015). Similarly, legal 

restrictions imposed on civil society groups are targeted only at some organizations, such as 

human rights organizations (Christensen & Weinstein, 2013; Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2016). 

Churches, trade union groups, and other interest groups are typically not targeted by the new 

legal and financial restrictions. This incremental form of backsliding, where essentially 

democracy is targeted from within, creates political challenges as changes such as alterations 

to electoral laws and voter registration procedures rarely mobilize mass protests. Similarly, 

media restrictions, court manipulation, and restrictions on NGO funding may only generate 

fragmented opposition. 

Thus, a key characteristic of the ongoing backlash against democracy is that the undoing 

of a set of democratic rights and the institutions upholding them is legitimated through 

democratic institutions that often marshal broad popular support. This slow, piecemeal erosion 

of democracy from within means that it is exceedingly hard to pinpoint exactly when a political 

system transforms from one regime form to another. This again challenges one’s understanding 

of the processes witnessed conceptually, methodologically, as well as theoretically (Waldner & 

Lust, 2018; Bermeo, 2016). This slow, incremental erosion poses critical questions: How does 

one know when a democracy is no longer a democracy? When does a regime change from one 

form to another? 

Measuring Democracy in Africa: A look at the data 

Is there evidence of a global democratic backlash? The answer, unfortunately, is yes. According 

to the Freedom House report, Freedom in the World 2018: Democracy in Crisis, 2017 marked 

the 12th consecutive year of a global decline of democracy. The average level of democracy in 

the world has slipped back to where it was before the year 2000. While supporting the overall 

trend reported by Freedom House, the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) data set, measuring 
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democracy along seven principles of democracy, report that on average, the decline has been 

moderate and most changes have occurred within regime categories—with democracies 

becoming less liberal and autocracies less competitive and more repressive (V-Dem, 2018). So 

far, at least, the data reports relatively few countries backsliding from democracy all the way to 

full-blown autocracy. Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) is another index measuring the status 

of democracy. Their democracy index is constructed on five key measures of democracy: 

elections and pluralism, citizen rights, governance, political participation, and political culture, 

measuring democracy on a scale of from 0 (autocracy) to 10 (full democracy). According to the 

EIU democracy index, the Africa “mean score” has increased in this past decade from 4.11 to 

4.28, which is below the global mean score at 5.52. The worrying trend is that the improvements 

happened in the period from 2006 to 2011, and since then have stagnated. Moreover, the data 

suggest significant regional differences. The most distinct democratic improvements have taken 

place in North and West Africa. Of the 10 countries in Africa where democracy has markedly 

declined according to the EUI democracy index, four are East African countries: Ethiopia, 

Sudan, Rwanda, and Burundi. In more than half the countries on the continent, however, the 

process of democracy is characterized by stagnation. This is also the main conclusion in Bleck 

and van de Walle´s’ recent analysis of African elections (2018). Focusing on electoral 

contestation, according to the authors, a striking characteristic of the region that needs 

explaining is how little negative or positive regime change has actually taken place since the 

conclusion of the democratic transitions of the mid-1990s. Once countries started holding 

regular multiparty elections, they have largely continued to do so. Military coups that used to 

lead to lengthy periods of non-electoral politics get overturned quickly because of both local 

and international pressures, and regular elections have become the default option of politics. 

According to Bleck and van de Walle, the continuity witnessed since the end of the transitions 

of the 1990s shows that the authoritarian reflexes in the executive have not changed markedly 

and the composition of the political class remains very similar: Indeed, in a continent of youths, 

the political class seems to continue to be getting older (Bleck & van de Walle, 2018). The 

various democracy indices and the detailed longitudinal analysis of electoral contestation on 

the continent by Bleck and van de Walle underline regional differences found on the African 

continent. This also highlights the piecemeal characteristic of the ongoing democratic 

rollback—key institutions meant to safeguard democracy, human rights, and minority rights, 

such as independent courts, media, and civil society, are deliberately targeted, while electoral 

institutions may not be similarly affected. 



Understanding Backlash against Democracy in Africa 

In order to understand the multifaceted process of democratic stagnation and backsliding and 

to form a better understanding of how democratic erosion may occur in relation to some sets of 

democratic rights while other rights and democratic dimensions either are stabilizing or are 

moving forward, further analysis is needed of the democratic trends on the continent along key 

dimensions of rights: participatory rights, contestation rights, sexual and gender rights, and 

judicial independence. The discussion underlines the findings from the various democracy 

indices discussed (see the section “Measuring Democracy in Africa: A look at the data”). There 

is variance between countries and regions, but generally, elections (contestational rights) appear 

stable, whereas participatory rights, gender and sexuality rights, and judicial independence have 

regressed in the past decade. 

The Stagnation of Contestation Rights 

Arguably, the democratic transitions in the early 1990s introduced substantial change in African 

politics. Between 1990 and 2015, 184 multicandidate presidential elections and 207 multiparty 

legislative elections were held in some 46 countries (Bleck & van de Walle, 2018).
 
And while 

before 1990, competitive elections were rare events on the continent, since the early 1990s they 

have become routine. However, in 2018, civilian rule and the regular convening of multiparty 

elections across the continent do not necessarily signal that a country is democratic in any 

meaningful sense of the word (Cheeseman, 2015; Rakner & van de Walle, 2009). Linking 

multiparty elections and a country´s ranking on various democratic indices suggests that the 

number and regularity of pluralistic elections does not indicate much about the level of political 

and civil rights in the country (Bleck & van de Walle, 2018). With only a small number of 

exceptions, multiparty elections seem to happen almost as often in partly free countries as they 

do in free ones. This suggest that elections may be a tool to maintain power as well as a tool for 

democratic power contestation (Cheeseman, 2015; Ghandi & Lust, 2009; Wahman, 2014). 

In their 2009 review, Gandhi and Lust-Okar highlighted that the framework for studying 

elections under authoritarian rule has been adopted from studies of democratic elections. The 

function of authoritarian elections, they argued, and especially the micro-level dynamics of 

authoritarian elections, should be understood as a separate entity focusing on variation among 

authoritarian regimes. They concluded that “until we explore these questions, we remain unable 

to understand fully the politics of authoritarianism and also, ironically, unable to determine the 

relationship between authoritarian elections and democratization” (Gandhi & Lust-Okar, 2009, 
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p. 404). Subsequent research has focused on highlighting the role elections play in consolidating 

authoritarian rule (Levitsky & Way, 2010; Brancati, 2014). Analyzing African elections from 

1995 to 2015, Bleck and van de Walle (2018) find that, in terms of elections, political 

backsliding has been limited to a small number of countries. Overall, they argue, there has been 

a process of institutionalization of electoral politics in the region in the past quarter century, but 

relatively little democratic deepening. That is, the striking and unprecedented convening of 

multiparty competitive elections has become routine and mostly accepted by both political 

elites and the public, but the quality of these elections and the democratic institutions that 

structure them have not changed dramatically in most countries. The focus on elections as a 

permanent feature across the continent, however, has not resulted in an increase in democratic 

rights overall or a consolidation of democracy. On the contrary, arguably, the emphasis on 

maintaining majority power through elections may be one of the driving forces behind the 

rollback of other key democratic rights. 

Participatory Rights: The Shrinking Space for Civil Society 

In line with ideological support to the so-called third sector between the market and the state, 

from the 1980s onward, significant portions of international development aid were channeled 

through nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) (Dupuy & Prakash, 2018). Following from 

here, in the post-Cold War period, Western bi- and multilateral donors provided large amounts 

of financial support to civil society organizations (CSOs) in Africa in order to promote and 

strengthen democratic rule (Edwards & Hulme, 1996 Dupuy et al., 2015). As the amount of 

foreign aid and other support channeled to these groups increased, there was also an exponential 

increase in the number of civil society organizations (CSOs) operating in African countries. 

Analyzing legislation toward NGO and foreign funding, Dupuy and Prakash (2018) detected a 

distinct shift in the late 1990s. In the period from 1993 to 2012, a number of countries adopted 

laws that restricted the inflow of funding to NGOs. Increasingly, CSOs focusing on human 

rights and democracy have come under legislative attack in many African countries. As 

incumbent governments displayed increasingly less commitment to human rights and 

democracy, civil society tended to align with opposition groups in defense of these rights 

(Dupuy et al., 2015). Ruling regimes therefore often view civil society as aligned with and 

advancing the work of the political opposition, and consequently have chosen to legally limit 

the ability of rights-based advocacy groups to challenge their power. As a result, increasingly 
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governments on the continent are legally restricting the ability of groups to operate, limiting 

their access to vital, foreign-sourced funds and their work on key human rights issues. 

Arguably, international donors have always supported and strengthened autocracies 

through development aid; that isn’t really new in Africa. However, restrictions on international 

support to human rights CSOs in particular restrict donors’ ability to support a counter-force to 

undemocratic rule on the continent. Dupuy et al. (2015) show that when Ethiopia adopted its 

new restrictive NGO law in 2013, prohibiting human rights associations from receiving funding 

exceeding 10% of their budgets from overseas, most of the independent human rights 

associations who had voiced criticism to the autocratic turn of the government simply died out. 

This new legislative trend is also forcing African human rights groups to shift how they operate, 

moving from a reliance on resources mobilized from above to mobilizing support from below. 

The Politicization of Gender and Sexuality Rights 

Personal integrity and gender equality rights entitle citizens to integrity and a private sphere 

free from state interference, as well as to equality of opportunity: the ability to access all social, 

political, and economic spheres without discrimination, irrespective of sexual orientation and 

gender identity. As part of the overall rollback of democracy, a common trend witnessed across 

Africa in the 2000s is the revival and increasing enforcement of sodomy laws, including the 

often highly publicized arrests of alleged gays and lesbians. Most public attention has been on 

proposals to impose more draconian penalties for homosexual offences—including the death 

penalty, with the infamous “Kill the Gays Bill,” tabled in the Ugandan parliament in 2009. 

receiving the most attention (Jjuuko, 2017). Similar debates have sparked in other countries, 

and The Gambia passed a very similar law in 2014. The same year Nigeria passed a law 

extending the prohibition of homosexual relations. Arrests of alleged gays and lesbians have 

become increasingly common across the African continent. In the 2014–2017 period, arrests 

were reported in Cameroon, Egypt, The Gambia, Guinea, Kenya, Libya, Malawi, Mauritania, 

Morocco, Nigeria, Senegal, Somalia, Swaziland, Tanzania, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, and 

Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe’s President Robert Mugabe was the first African leader to use 

homophobia as a central political tool. His attack on the LGBT organization GALZ in his 

speech at the opening of the 1995 Zimbabwe International Book Fair became the start of 

international attention toward politicized homophobia in Africa. Zambia further illustrates how 

LGBT issues and anti-homosexuality is politicized as part of electoral politics. In the 2011 

electoral campaigns, the incumbent Movement for Multiparty Democracy (MMD) employed 
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the issue for political mobilization, actively painting the main opposition party, the Patriotic 

Front (PF), as pro-gay, claiming that their presidential candidate, Michael Sata, would legalize 

homosexuality. Developments in Tanzania since 2015 point to a familiar pattern of 

politicizing LGBT rights in context of overall democratic backlash.  The state repression of 

homosexuality has been accompanied other attacks on democracy by the Magafuli 

government: The government has introduced legal measures undermining freedom of 

information and organization and shown a distinct willingness to exploit the use of gender 

and identity rights for political purposes.  In Senegal, the issue has repeatedly recurred on the 

political arena, often linked to elections (Resnick & van de Walle, 2013). A particular feature 

of the politicization of LGBT debates in Africa is that they are framed not only as a threat to 

public morality, but to African values, national integrity, and sovereignty. Increasingly, 

homosexuals are used as scapegoats and to enhance the power of incumbent governments to 

channel criticism away from more serious matters (Grossman, 2015). 

The Attack on the Rule of Law 

Rule of law entails access to courts and equal and impartial treatment of all people by the law, 

which can be realized only under conditions of judicial independence. Recent years have seen 

serious regressions in judicial independence across Africa. The Kenyan Supreme Court made 

history when, in September 2017, it became the first judicial body in Africa to nullify the 

election of a sitting president. The assertion of judicial independence witnessed in the aftermath 

of the Kenyan 2017 elections was celebrated and considered a possible reversal of an overall 

trend of enhanced attacks on courts and jurists in Africa (Cheeseman, Lynch, & Willis, 2017). 

Yet, the second Kenyan election round turned out to be just as controversial when it became 

clear that there would still be substantial interference in the elections, and, as a result, the main 

opposition candidate pulled out of the electoral race. The Kenyan example illustrates that 

independent courts are a key function of democracies, yet their effectiveness may be curtailed 

by inefficiencies in other parts of the system. 

The pattern of African multiparty systems lapsing into more autocratic practices as 

incumbent leaders attempt to hold on to power often takes the form of elected leaders 

weakening the nascent checks on executive power by removing term limits and limiting the 

scope of the judiciary and electoral management bodies (Cheeseman, 2015; Gloppen & 

Kanyangolo, 2012; Wahman, 2014). A defining characteristic of the majority of the hybrid or 

party free regimes on the continent is an uneven adherence to the rule of law, as evidenced by 
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the continent’s poor ranking in key international rule of law indices (e.g., the World Justice 

index rule of law adherence along eight dimensions of rule of law [WJP, 2018]).1 Since 2006, 

the Ibrahim index of African governance identifies a worrying downward trend in the safety 

and rule of law category: 33 out of the 54 nations had experienced a decline over the decade, 

almost half of them (15) “quite substantially”(Ibrahim, 2017). Courts have become central to 

critical election disputes through judicial reviews of controversial legislation (Gloppen & 

Kalyangolo, 2012; Domingo, 2004; Ellett, 2015). Presidential elections have been adjudicated 

in the courts in Uganda (2006, 2011), Ghana (2013), Kenya (2013, 2017), and Malawi (2014), 

to mention a few. However, underlining the fact that the erosion of democracy targets selected 

democratic institutions, arguably the stability of multiparty elections and the distinct attacks on 

judicial independence are closely linked. Across the continent, in politically volatile settings 

high levels of judicialization correspond with government interference (Ellett, 2015). 

Government interference with judicial independence may be direct and coercive, illustrated by 

President Museveni´s paramilitary unit storming the Uganda High Court in 2007. Other forms 

of interferences take more indirect forms where executive powers or parliamentary majorities 

have weakened the powers of judicial reviews and access to courts. Direct attacks on individual 

judges is also a frequent mechanism. Underlining the complexities of addressing democratic 

rollbacks, as they often are targeted at institutions with specific accountability functions, it is 

challenging to mobilize electoral support in defense of judicial independence. While legal elites 

and opposition politicians may protest the development, in the public eye, jurists are perceived 

as elitist, remote, and corrupt (Ellett, 2015, p. 21). Incumbent governments are often able to 

turn the public against the judiciary, depicting courts as anti-majoritarian institutions. 

Afrobarometer shows that 30% of respondents across Africa have paid bribes to judges, and 

often courts are held in low regard in terms of corruption. 

Responses to Democratic Backlash from International Actors 

International actors are challenged by the nature of democratic backsliding, in part, because it 

is difficult to assess precisely when, how, and which elements of democracy are eroding. 

Scholars and donors alike have spent a great deal of effort on studying the institutionalization 

of democratic rule on the African continent (Bratton & van de Walle, 1997; Cheeseman, 2015, 

Bleck & van de Walle, 2018). But, scholars, pundits, and policy makers alike are struggling to 

explain the reversal: the ongoing backlash against democratic rule on the continent and how the 

international community can respond and counteract this ongoing erosion of democracy. 

file:///C:/Users/Chris%20C/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_ORE_5%20articles(3).zip/Judicial%23Ref27
file:///C:/Users/Chris%20C/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_ORE_5%20articles(3).zip/Judicialization%23Ref19
file:///C:/Users/Chris%20C/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_ORE_5%20articles(3).zip/Judicial%23Ref24
file:///C:/Users/Chris%20C/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_ORE_5%20articles(3).zip/Judicial%23Ref24
file:///C:/Users/Chris%20C/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_ORE_5%20articles(3).zip/Judicial%23Ref24


Responses from international actors are challenged by the nature of the democratic backsliding: 

As incumbent governments employ formal democratic institutions and institutional 

mechanisms set up with the support of the international community in their attempt to roll back 

democracy—such as handsome majorities in the legislature won through electoral processes, 

in part financed by international aid donors—the international community does not know how 

to respond (Bush, 2015; Dietrich & Wright, 2015).  

Arguably, international donors have performed relatively well in terms of promoting and 

financing democratic institutions through engaging governments and power-holders, but 

governance assistance has been less successful in terms of identifying and assisting “change 

agents” outside government (Banks, Hulme, & Edward, 2015; Youngs, 2015). Increasingly, 

African governments are imposing restrictions on foreign funding to NGOs and CSAs, leaving 

international donors with fewer options as support for human rights and democracy traditionally 

has been channeled through NGOs either directly or through transnational NGOs. With this 

door gradually closing, the only other door open to international support is through 

governments; the international community is increasingly finding itself in a situation where 

their remaining tools for promoting democracy appear to support the increasingly more 

autocratic tendencies of African executives. In sharp contrast, major changes in the 

international system have helped sustain the political status quo in Africa. The commodity 

boom since the mid-1990s has helped lessen African governments’ dependence on foreign 

assistance. The introduction of the War on Terror after 9/11 and the greater prioritization of 

Africa on Western states’ security agenda served to strengthen the hands of African incumbents  

because of a new emphasis on political stability. A number of African governments, such as 

Chad, Kenya, Uganda, and Ethiopia, bartered their assistance in the War on Terror for greater 

Western complacency about their governance issues, a deal the Western countries were happy 

to make. This tendency was then reinforced by the increasing role of China in Africa, providing 

an alternative to Western finance and thus weakening the leverage of the West in the region. In 

sum, the international environment has increased the leverage of incumbents across the region. 

Emphasizing the global character of the ongoing democratic backsliding, arguably, 

political leaders no longer feel the need to make excuses or pretend to adhere to democratic 

institutions and liberal norms. Similar arguments may be made with regard to the international 

community. Based on positive economic results and progress on some key Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) by some of Africa’s authoritarian, dominant party states like 

Ethiopia and Rwanda, parts of the aid community now appear to question the validity and 

legitimacy of adherence to democracy being a condition for developing assistance (Kelsall & 



Booth, 2013). Observers argue that competitive elections pose special dangers in low-income, 

poorly institutionalized political systems (Collier, 2009; Kelsall & Booth, 2013). 

Responses to Democratic Backlash from Civil Society 

African civil society associations are facing a “double jeopardy” situation: They need 

increasing support from the international community to combat the retrenchment of democratic 

rights by their governments. Yet, due to governments imposing legal restrictions on NGOs 

receiving foreign funding, the same organizations are receiving less attention and financial 

support from the international community (Stefan & Mounk, 2016). As a result, both domestic 

civil society actors and international supporters are searching for new solutions. A number of 

recent studies and evaluations highlight the challenges posed by the “closing space for civil 

society engagement” (Brechenmacher, 2017; Mendelson, 2015; Rukanova et al., 2017). 

Rukanova and colleagues (2017) shed light on the “adaptation and mitigation” approach 

that most international philanthropic foundations and international nongovernmental 

organizations (INGOs) are adapting, hoping to create a distance between the humanitarian 

actors and the more outspoken spectrum of development and human rights actors (Rukanova et 

al., 2017). Harding (2015) points to a distinct shift in the “profiling” of NGOs, either toward a 

stronger human rights (or protest) framing or a development framing, where CSOs increasingly 

shy away from focusing on governance issues in order to be able to continue to operate without 

government interference. Increasingly, however, there is reason to expect that African CSOs 

aiming to advance human rights and good governance have to operate “from below,” that is, 

through grass-roots networks of activists who form local civil society groups, nongovernmental 

organizations, or social movements focused on the protection of civil liberties. Because such 

work ultimately challenges the legitimacy of governments that carry out repression, human 

rights activists, including lawyers, journalists, and academics, are themselves often targeted for 

politically motivated trials or violent persecution by government agents (CIVICUS, 2015). 

Where Do We Go from Here? 

With a few notable exceptions, the democratic gains achieved on the African continent in the 

1990s now appear to be under threat by governments with little commitment to liberal 

democracy. Across the continent, democracy is under pressure in ways that pose political and 

social threats. Citizens face mounting legal restrictions on freedoms of speech and association 



and are often subjected to the repression of peaceful protest. Governments perceive foreign aid 

to NGOs as supporting political opponents and a threat to their hold on power. Institutions that 

were once crucial for promoting participation and fair contestation—such as courts, anti-

corruption agencies, and the media—are now under pressure and increasingly seen as being 

used as a part of an authoritarian toolkit. As a result, attention has turned away from explaining 

democratic transition and describing democratic consolidation toward specifying a 

democracy’s quality, identifying democracies’ hazard rates (the probability that they will 

decay), and explaining authoritarian persistence. Arguably, at the core of many democratic 

setbacks over the past decades is the failure of institutionalization. Put differently, the capacity 

of many new democracies in the developing world has not kept pace with popular demands for 

democratic accountability. Yet, the democratic rollback is not uniform across all democratic 

rights and institutions. Most notably, multiparty elections appear institutionalized in most 

African states. The main institutions and actors challenged are the ones checking on majority 

and executive powers, such as courts, media, and civil society groups. This piecemeal erosion 

of the democratic fabric of many African governments requires one to see democracy as a 

collection of multiple institutions and actors. Understanding the current backlash’s timing, 

manifestations, causes, and effects is not only of great scholarly importance, it also has 

significant policy relevance in a context where the international aid community is scaling back 

their support and the consequent potential for permanent, worldwide political regression. 

A number of recent studies and evaluations have highlighted the challenges posed by the 

backlash of democracy in Africa, but as of 2018, there still is a limited understanding of possible 

response mechanisms. How do activists come together to advocate for particular rights? When 

are activists more effective in generating mass citizen support for their campaigns? How can 

researchers, international actors, and domestic civil society organizations work together to 

disseminate and use knowledge about organizational resilience in these circumstances? These 

will be pressing questions for scholars and activists going forward. 
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Notes 
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1 The eight dimensions are the following: constraints put on government powers; absence of 

corruption; open government; fundamental rights; order and security; regulatory enforcement; civil 

justice; and criminal justice. 
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