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Introduction1 
If there is such thing as the development zeitgeist, it is today embodied by the linked 
concepts of good governance, democracy and human rights. In the pages that follow, this 
trinity is referred to as the ‘democracy agenda’. More specifically, the Report is concerned 
with the related programmes of the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP), 
most notably rule of law, media reform, civil-society support, election-support and state 
capacity-building. In the light of widespread evidence that, for the United Nations (UN), the 
democracy agenda does not crown 50 years of stunning development achievements, what 
might this new agenda hold? 
 But first, ‘Why focus on the United Nations?’ Many argue that the more pernicious 
outcomes have been yielded by the conditionalities of the International Financial Institutions 
– such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. As I hope it will become clear, 
more caution is needed when drawing distinctions between the institutions of global 
governance. Their programmes may be far more symbiotic and interdependent than fans of 
the humanitarian work of the United Nations may be willing to concede. The UNDP plays a 
particularly important role in setting the global development agenda, especially as the author 
of core development texts such as the Human Development Report (HDR). Since 1990, the 
global humanitarian machinery has looked to the Development Reports for cues and 
guidance. They are read by students and practitioners alike and constitute a key signpost to 
trends in donor spending. In 2002, the HDR was subtitled: Deepening Democracy in a 
Fragmented World, and referred to one or all of the trinity of concepts at issue here on every 
page. 

What promise, then, does this new agenda hold? Recently, both Thomas Weiss (2000) 
and Jean Philippe Thérien (1999) encouragingly evaluated new turns in the UNDP’s 
democratic thinking, applauding progress towards an inclusive and broadly defensible model. 
This model includes an ever-widening number of western ‘symbols’ of rights-friendly 
democratic governance, including legislative support, judicial reform and electoral assistance 
(Weiss 2000: 10-11). Further, they argue, new turns in governance thinking deal effectively 
with the concept of ‘exclusion’ and the relationship of political marginalisation to material 
deprivation (Thérien 1999: 13). 
 Is their optimism warranted? To answer this question, the following sections draw on 
in-country interviews with UN country staff and self-identified civil society organisations, 
country studies and literatures, and the academic literature more broadly. By illuminating 
multiple perspectives at multiple levels of analysis, this Report seeks to bring texture to the 
relationship between dominant aspects of the UNDP’s democracy agenda2 and the sometimes 

                                                 
1 This Report is excerpted from a dissertation at Dalhousie University entitled: Wishful Thinking, Wilful Blindness 
and Artful Amnesia: UN programs to promote democracy, good governance and human rights in Africa, which 
traced the UNDP’s global aspirations to local implementation in four countries: Angola, Botswana, Namibia and 
Tanzania.  
2 The agenda can be found in documents such as the Human Development Reports, the Millennium Declaration, 
regional documents such as the Agenda for Peace, related road maps and the country documents, such as the 
Common Country Frameworks and Assessments, and Inter-Agency Appeals.  



 3 

darker dimensions of state power (Pierson 1996; Sorensen 1996), with special reference to 
the country cases.3 
 Five key themes central to the democracy agenda were selected to illustrate this 
dynamic: 1) rights-based law, 2) media, 3) civil society, 4) elections and 5) state-capacity-
building. These themes correlate to the standard components of the UNDP’s basic 
institutional model for democratic governance. They are also central to the 2002 Human 
Development Report’s ‘Subjective’ and ‘Objective’ indicators of governance (UNDP 2002: 
37-45), and, finally, they also correlate well to the ‘sensitive governance areas’ identified by 
Weiss (2000: 10). 
 By examining each of these themes in turn, the article establishes conceptual density 
around the assessment that the UNDP’s democracy agenda has an overlooked propensity to 
contribute to the construction and re-construction of a space where authoritarian practices and 
elite capture will flourish. It may also, simultaneously, contribute to relative citizen 
powerlessness. Thus, despite an agenda rhetoric that suggests to the casual reader that UNDP 
praxis can and will ‘take into account all the complexity of the social environment in which 
poverty exists’ (Thérien 1999: 14), there is much room for scepticism. Rather, the democracy 
discourse harbours assumptions and discounts complexities in ways that may ultimately 
frustrate efforts to enhance life chances across the social spectrum. 
 
Rights-based rule of law:  
Power and the juridical apparatus 
This section takes up the twin concepts of ‘rule of law’ and ‘rights-based law’ found in the 
UNDP’s democracy agenda and indicators (2002: 37-45). It describes how UN discourse 
tends to conflate rule of law with law guided by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights4, 
often using these concepts interchangeably as if one implied the other. In this way, both 
human rights and rule of law, by virtue of being universal, can also be taken as synonymous 
with what rational persons everywhere and always aspire towards. 
 Does this fuzzy conflation of law and human rights justify ignoring law’s more 
ambivalent dimensions? Law is often the key means through which architectures of power, 
often pernicious, are maintained and legitimised. For example, Peter Vale (2003) notes that 
‘[t]he construction of southern Africa around the legal claim offered by sovereignty, like 
much of the knowledge around its security has been incidental, invested, entirely based on 
imported ideas.’ (37) ‘The beneficiaries of this…were South Africa’s English-speaking 
settlers. The region’s indigenous people (for whom the modernisation offered by 
Colonialism, and the community it promised, were more curse than convenience) were 
almost entirely excluded’ (43). More immediately, just prior to the 1994 Rwandan genocide 
the Hutu Power passed into law that every Hutu man must kill his Tutsi wife (Baines 2003: 
489). Essentially, then, this section asks: is support for a state’s rule of law capacity always 

                                                 
3 With respect to African States more generally, see Clapham (1993), Chabal and Daloz (1999), and Reno (1998). 
4 Developing countries have been cooperative, at least nominally, with over 150 of the world’s 191 states 
recognising the UDHR in the preamble of their constitution. I am indebted to Susan Thomson for this point.  
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the same as the extent to which a state protects and extends human rights or affords human 
dignities? Does the UNDP pay sufficient heed to law’s complex underbelly? 
 Similarly, this section is also concerned with the extent to which the UNDP’s discourse 
treats the universality of rights as something that, moreover, the public (rather than state) is 
expected to learn and take on board. Behind this lies the assumption that poverty and 
powerlessness in developing countries are directly related to widespread ignorance about 
human rights. Is ignorance about rights and rights-based law where power imbalances 
between states and society in Africa truly lie? Is simple not-knowingness the reason why 
human rights and basic dignities are not realised? 
 Law can be distinctively illiberal. In western polities, the extent to which the juridical 
apparatus is liberal reflects the complex working out of layers of historical contingency and 
struggle. In Africa, the extent that any given juridical apparatus is liberal in character reflects 
‘both the political and economic systems over which it was imposed and the underlying legal 
and bureaucratic systems that were the legacy of colonialism’ (Ghai 1993: 73). The central 
point is that colonialism brought with it ideas, values and political architectures that were 
forged in and by the western experiences with the Enlightenment and industrial revolution, 
and tailored them to the needs of colonial exploitation. Their role in regulating African 
societies has always been ambivalent, as Timothy M. Shaw (1984: 230) notes: ‘One of the 
least helpful vestiges of colonialism in Africa is the legacy of Western values which inhibits 
radical rethinking of politics and economics.’ 
 In this light, ‘recent studies of the colonial encounter emphasise the penetration of 
Western Law’ (Gulbransdsen 1996: 125). Law, both technically and ideologically, was 
intricately woven into the aspirant agendas of colonialism as the means through which 
colonial interests were pursued. Drawing on the lessons of colonialism, contemporary legal 
critics such as Peter Fitzpatrick (1993: 27) caution that the ‘blithe advocacy of law in the 
cause of development is flawed in its very foundation.’ Specifically, modern law emerges, in 
part, from the pacification and ordering requirements of the state, and as an institution it 
carries the propensity to order and pacify populations in ways that serve, primarily, the 
interests of the state/power nexus (Foucault 1984; Mann 1986: 421-422; Scott 1998; 
Mackinnon 1989). The history of law is, inter alia, the history of elites attempting (and 
failing) to define, constrain, hierarchically order, shape and erase those parts of civil society 
that do not suit their purposes. For example:  it has often been argued that Western legal 
subjects are founded on an abstract, neutral, gender-blind individual developed from 
Enlightenment thought (Unger 1977; Smart 1989). Certain categories of people by such 
criteria are almost ipso facto outside the law, and to a certain extent therefore deprived of the 
status of legal subject: women, homosexuals, the poorly educated (Harris 1996: 2). 
 Thus, while both human rights and law are proven and powerful emancipatory tools in 
the hands of ‘the public’ (see Brown 1999), the onus of proof, nevertheless, always lies with 
the injured party/ies – over whom the law exercises control. That is, law always expresses the 
mobilisation of bias (Bachrach and Baratz 1967), with disadvantaged groups and individuals 
being saddled with the burden of proof. 
 This disadvantage is centrally important. For example, one legal expert in Botswana 
commented that Botswana’s legal system was based on British common law. However, the 
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lack of consultation in law-making, poor dissemination of information about the content of 
laws - which were often in structural opposition to local ways of being and knowing - and the 
complete absence of legal aid legislation, effectively means that many people have few, if 
any, tools to mediate an encounter with the state’s juridical apparatus.5 
 Further, both the rule of law and human rights, in contemporary liberal models, route 
power through the state6, increasing the number of social relations controlled, mediated and 
produced by it (Ferguson 1994; Foucault 1984). That is, rule of law and human rights bolster 
the state’s position as the central organising force, which at the same time ‘organisationally 
outflanks’ all other interests in society (Mann 1985). 
 Because human rights – or rather rights-based laws- are protected and extended by the 
state, they don’t offer much in terms of protection when the state is not extending them. The 
more dominant the state is, the fewer protections rule of law and human rights guarantee. In 
other words, the less equally power is distributed across the national landscape, the less likely 
observing rights-based law will be crucial to regime survival (Sorensen 1996). What do 
rights-based laws and, moreover, the coercive and disciplining apparatus to enforce them 
really mean when they are ultimately subject to the whims and vagaries of a de facto 
unaccountable state elite?  
 Within the mainstream development literature, however, the rule of law is typically 
represented instrumentally, as mere adjunct to modernisation. The state is an apolitical 
vehicle for the rational universal legal framework for development. Critics argue, however, 
that ‘[t]his technocratic approach suit[s] both the new ruling groups in Africa, foreign states, 
and international political and economic organisations’ (Ghai 1993: 51). 
 
Country caveats 
In the UNDP’s democracy agenda, law is taken as more or less self-evidently legitimate – 
and law’s association with human rights further bolsters this legitimacy. Law has no broad 
structuring implications associated with the character of the regime or the relationship of 
state and society. Rather, laws, one-by-one can be brought into commensurability with 
human rights norms, with the sum of a rule of law regime seen as equal to its most dignified 

                                                 
5 Interview at UNDP, Gaborone, Botswana, 2002. This does not take into account the potential mitigating effects of 
the customary legal system. 
6 Human rights embody a means through which power can be wrested from the state. But, human rights-based 
political orders also re-order the socio-political relations of societies in ways that exclude other ways of 
conceptualising problems related to human dignity. They exclude solutions that do not correspond to the state 
extending and protecting rights by means of the juridical and coercive machinery of the state. Further, while human 
rights can help articulate some assaults on human dignity and security quite well, such as state interference with the 
right to assembly or free speech, others, such as expropriation in the name of the ‘right to development’, it mediates 
or illuminates less well. In effect, to date, human rights have an uneven track record automatically balancing power 
between states and societies (see Desai 2002 in the case of South Africa). Further, it is unclear what rights have to 
offer in terms of protections against global actors (i.e. multinationals, international financial institutions). In this 
light, some analysts claim (Brown 1999) that rights in the west simply piggy back on other relations of complex 
interdependence and economic prosperity that characterise their developed liberal polities. They are not, in fact, 
transformative in and of themselves. 
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parts. Ncube (1993: 10), in his discussion on law in Zimbabwe, artfully reveals some of the 
shortcomings of this approach: 
 
While the Lancaster House Constitution embodies virtually all the liberal elements of constitutionalism, the same 
Constitution provides that the Rhodesian legal order was to be continued into independent Zimbabwe and also that 
those laws which were inconsistent with the Declaration of Rights could not be declared to be invalid by the courts 
until five years after independence. The fact that the constitution was declared to be the supreme law of the country 
made little difference since there was available to the independent government a labyrinth of repressive legislation 
such as the Law and Order Maintenance Act [Chapter 65] and the Emergency Powers Act [Chapter 83], all of which 
could not be declared invalid until after the expiration of the first five years of independence. 
 
That is, the whole body of human rights-based laws were rendered toothless by contradictory 
and/or superseding legislation. Thus, the application, bias and character of law, as 
experienced, can depend as much if not more on the character of the regime7, as on any part 
of the legal architecture. 
 
Tanzania 
The UNDP’s activities in Tanzania are guided by the Common Country Framework (CCF), 
which refers to law only in the context of bringing laws into commensurability with human 
rights norms as part of a strategy to create the context for ‘de-centralised participatory and 
transparent government’ (8): 
 
The aim is to provide support for a decision-making environment that facilitates participatory, democratic, gender-
balanced and transparent decision-making with communities accessing knowledge, skills and processes that 
empower them to make decisions about sustainable use of their resources [emphasis added] (9). 
 
However, it should be noted that Article 30 of the Tanzanian Constitution declares: ‘no 
provision contained in this part of this Constitution, which stipulates the basic human rights, 
freedoms and duties, shall be construed as invalidating any existing law or prohibiting the 
enactment of any law or the doing of any lawful act under such law…’(Hellsten 2002: 31). 
Under these conditions, the transformation of rule of state/ruling party to rule of law will be 
difficult by means of the introduction of human rights-based legislation alone, as Ncube 
(1993: 10) notes: ‘the one party state and formal colonial apparatus’ tend to offer ‘unlimited 
repressive and discretionary powers.’ For example, visiting professor at the University of Dar 
Es Salaam, Sirrku Hellsten (2002: 27), found that recent developments in the rule of law 
structure ‘tend still to be products of the ruling party rather than a fair representation of 
various views presented by the opposition, legal and political specialists, as well as by the 
general public.’ 
 Additional complications stem from the Tanzanian legal framework’s dual emphasis on 
individual and communitarian rights. That is, in addition to constitutional provisions ‘that 
individuals do not exercise their rights and freedom in a manner that causes interference or 
curtailment of the rights and freedom of other persons’ they must also refrain from acting 

                                                 
7 Another mitigating factor to consider elsewhere would be cultural context and general beliefs and values. I am 
indebted to Jane Parpart for this insight.  
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against the ‘public interest’ (Hellsten 2002: 31). Here, the President can still order the 
indefinite detention without bail of people considered ‘dangerous to the public order’ (ibid.: 
35). Further: 
 
The government also has additional detention powers under the Regions and Regional Commissioners Act and the 
Area Commissioners Act (of 1962), respectively. The Acts permit regional and district commissioners to arrest and 
detain persons who disturb public tranquillity for 48 hours. The category of persons who can be detained range from 
political troublemakers, persons who resist self-help projects, suspected criminals and witches. A culprit under these 
Acts has no right to challenge the legality of an order for arrest/detention in a court of law [emphasis added] (36). 
 
Recently, the US Department of State (2002) reported that: ‘Arbitrary arrest and detention 
and prolonged detention remained problems.’ In a particularly troubling example, Leo 
Lekama, former chairman of the Tanzania Labour Party, spent four years in jail after being 
charged with the criminal offence of trampling on a copy of the Constitution with seditious 
intent. He was released in 2001, after the government failed to produce any witnesses (ibid.). 
 Also potentially problematic was that interviews at the UNDP in Dar es Salaam 
revealed a dual emphasis on re-formulating laws in order to comply with human rights while 
also improving the ‘flow of justice through police and prison reform’. On the one hand, 
improving the efficiency of the police and prison system seems necessary where ‘[o]bservers 
have estimated only about 5 percent of persons held in remand ultimately get convicted, and 
in many cases, those convicted, would already have served their full sentences before their 
trials are held’ (Hellsten 2002: 35). However, improvements in efficiency and reach of the 
state’s coercive machinery may be viewed ambivalently in light of Acts such as the 
Preventative Detention Act, whereby ‘the president may still order the arrest and indefinite 
detention without bail of any person considered dangerous to the public order or national 
security.’ 
 The character of the regime suggests the need to proceed with caution. For example, in 
November 2002 the government took a much criticised decision to table a highly restrictive 
NGO Bill, widely interpreted as a bid to exercise control over opinion within civil society 
and muzzle effective dissent. The relatively conservative World Bank commented:8 
 
Unfortunately, we cannot agree that the NGO Act as approved by the Parliament meets this test [of openness and 
fairness]. We also feel that the process for tabling the Bill in Dodoma did not follow the spirit of openness and 
consultation. We are concerned about the tone of the debate and the Act and its implications for the NGO sector in 
Tanzania. 
 
Among certain segments of civil society, the incident was taken as further evidence that 
government is synonymous with ‘Kudhibiti, meaning ‘thief’’.9 The outcome of the Bill 
indicates a more deeply seated systemic problem related to power imbalance between 
government and society more generally - one that is fostered, if not condoned by, 
intervention designed primarily to strengthen state capacity, and which may place more faith 

                                                 
8 www.worldbank.org/afr/tz/reports/2002_CG_governance.pdf. 
9 Civil Society interview, Dar Es Salaam, Nov. 2002. 
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in the transformational power of the human rights concept than existing legal architectures 
warrant. 
 
Namibia 
Rule of law is a central feature in Namibia’s key guiding document, the UN Development 
Assistance Framework (UNDAF). At the same time, however, the document notes that: ‘[i]t 
was suggested that, because issues such as the rule of law and human rights are very broad, 
the working group should limit itself to discussing the most important issues in the Namibia 
context’ (253). These issues were not identified, but rather the UNDAF recommended that: 
 
The UNDAF process should focus on the follow-up of international conferences and on the implementation of 
already existing conventions. It should ensure that citizens be educated to be aware of their rights. Education was 
considered a key focus area to be addressed in order to create a civil society where human rights values and gender 
equality were rooted (254).10 
 
Thus, despite recognising the need to promote rights-based rule of law in for the Namibian 
context, it is not clear what this would amount to other than educating the population about 
international norms. 
 International norms, however, are not unproblematic at the level of implementation. 
Interviews with legal experts11 highlighted that one of the most pressing law and order issues 
was that of traditional courts - and the lack of genuine devolution of juridical power from the 
old apartheid state apparatus to community centres. Concerns were expressed about imported 
juridical models –and here much bi-lateral training comes from the Canadian government – 
which require an intensity of training and institutional capacity that the Namibian state 
presently cannot sustain, particularly outside the major urban centres. It was argued that 
currently, externally-devised legal systems that function well under conditions of 
comparatively abundant wealth and resources were easily brought to a standstill in Namibia 
by technical minutiae that do not translate well from the Canadian to the Namibian context.12 
 Similarly, Dianne Hubbard (2000: 1) noted a need to move away from the focus on 
highly abstract and non-specific international principles to ‘rule of law’ in the specific 
Namibian context. For women, constitutional protections and Namibia’s accession to the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
are ‘largely statements of aspiration, rather than principles which govern the daily lives of 
Namibians in any practical sense.’ Rather, ‘under customary law, men and women in many 
communities patently do not have equal rights…Until law reform at the behest of either 

                                                 
10 With respect to rule of law specifically, however, the Framework noted that during a session on UN competency: 
‘One of UNICEF’s representatives continued by arguing that if any members of the working group felt that no UN 
agencies had a comparative advantage in focusing on the rule of law for example, then within the UNDAF 
discussions this should be stated and recorded in the UNDAF document to prevent the UN operating in this area in 
the future. The working group should focus on delimiting the areas in which the UN agencies should be involved in 
the future’ (255). 
11 Interviews at the legal Assistance Centre and Human Rights Documentation Centre, Media Institute of Southern 
Africa, Windhoek Namibia, 2002. 
12 Interviews at the Legal Assistance Centre, Windhoek, Namibia, 2002. 
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parliament or the judiciary applies these promises to practical issues such as inheritance, they 
will remain so much useless paper for the average Namibian’ (2). Similarly, a gender 
specialist at the Legal Assistance Centre noted that many apartheid era laws, such as the 1928 
Proclamation 15, which ‘stipulated that all black people living above the ‘police zone’13 are 
married out of community property still mean that women typically lose all inheritance 
claims in the event of separation or their husband’s death. Parliament has yet to do anything 
to take these laws off the books.’ The HDR’s (2002: 228) Gender Empowerment Measure 
notes that women hold 20.4% of the seats in the Namibian parliament. 
 Equally problematic is that the Office of the Ombudsman expressed, in Dec. 2001, 
‘concern about the ‘insensitivity, arbitrary and capricious exercise of power, delays, 
oppressive and unreasonable behaviour, unlawfulness and acts that are generally 
incompatible with democratic governance and justice’ (NSHR 2002: 18). 
 What is to be made of the emphasis on public education in this context?14 Having 
lectured for a Human Rights and Politics class at a Canadian university, it is clear to me that 
Canadian youth are relatively uniformed about the meaning and implication of rights and 
rights regimes. Similarly, an Institute for Public Policy Research in Namibia Report quotes a 
recent study: ‘Stop anyone on the streets of any major city around the world and ask, ‘What 
are your human rights?’ No matter the age, location or social circumstances – chances are 
that few people will have a good idea. The sad fact is that most people remain functionally 
illiterate about human rights’ (Keulder 2002a: 22). Under these circumstances the assumption 
that a rule of law architecture premised on human rights will come to yield higher levels of 
freedom and prosperity by virtue of public education campaigns requires critical scrutiny. 
And in another case, a pilot study conducted by the University of Namibia in 2002 indicated 
that, in general, people were aware of their rights, while 82 out a 100 respondents felt that 
‘GRN [Government of the Republic of Namibia] had not always complied with its human 
rights obligations.’ (NSHR: 18).  
 In this vein, recent studies published by the Legal Assistance Centre found that 
patronage appointments at the level of budgetary control effectively prevent monies getting 
through for legal reform that would curtail existing government powers. For example, 
Bukurura (2002: 69) documents that ‘there is a feeling within the office [the Legal Assistance 
Centre] that government budgetary control and processes were neither appropriate nor 
conducive to the independent exercise of audit functions [by the Auditor-General and the 
Ombudsman]’. Government response to a request for greater autonomy is quoted at length in 
Bukurura on pages 74-75. Essentially, he argues ‘the desire for autonomy fell on deaf ears 
and found no favour with the government…There is no way, it appears, the executive is 

                                                 
13 The ‘police zone’ is a legal boundary separating the bottom two thirds (approx.) of Namibia from the top third, 
which borders on Angola. It was designed to act as a cordon sanitaire, containing both undesirable people and 
livestock.  
14 The Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) in Windhoek argued that ‘it is clear that much more education on 
human rights is needed. Not only should awareness be raised about such rights, there is also a need to explain the 
very notion of rights. In addition, there is a need to explain how rights relate to duties, liberties and obligations, and 
where rights originate’ [emphasis in original].  
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going to lift its precious lid, and let either parliament or Ombudsmen and Auditor-General 
determine independently whom to employ and when’ (75-76). 
 The Institute for Democracy15, similarly, expressed concern about the overwhelming 
strength of the ruling party SWAPO (the Southwest African People’s Organisation), and 
President Sam Nujoma, with little to no opposition from within or without. In the run up to 
the fourth national elections in 2004, controversy waged over whether SWAPO may change 
the constitution in order that President Nujoma could sit for a fourth term; alternatively there 
has been some talk of changes to allow for a permanent ceremonial head of state. SWAPO 
youth and traditional leaders in the northern Oshivambo stronghold constituencies had 
already been mobilised to agitate for a fourth term.16 Oshivambo (the traditional SWAPO 
stronghold) leaders have much to gain from continued SWAPO dominance. 
 Further, while there is a drafted de-centralisation policy, nothing has been implemented 
to date. ‘In practice,’ it was observed, ‘the government structure is getting more centralised. 
The president is increasingly using institutional and organisational powers and installing 
SWAPO supporters into all key positions.’17 
 Overall, evidence also suggests that description above is one of an unreformed 
trajectory towards authoritarian tendencies. Gretchen Bauer noted as early as 2001: 
 
[T]here are reasons for concern in Namibia today, primary among them the trend towards single party rule, an 
increasing concentration of power within the executive branch of government and considerable intolerance of 
democratic political practices, especially among some government leaders. In addition, there have been significant 
human rights abuses. 
 
Botswana 
In Botswana, rule of law was not on the democratic reform agenda18, but at least one 
Batswana legal expert interviewed felt it should be. Concern was expressed over the lack of 
consultation and information dissemination and the lack of mechanisms through which 
people could participate in policy and law-making processes. Discrimination on the basis of 
gender is also recognised as intrinsic to both the constitution and law (Dingake 2000; Obeng 
2001; Selowane 1997). 
 UNDP’s country legal expert felt that many people did not know the laws, nor how they 
could be personally affected: 
 
Botswana has no legal aid. 47% are living below the poverty line. Many rights are as good as nothing…We have 
very good civil and political rights, but the enabling environment is missing. It is the inability to participate in policy 
and law-making that will affect you.19 

                                                 
15 Interview, Windhoek Namibia, 2002.  
16 See also www.thenamibian.com.na 
17 paraphrased 
18 Many states do not have to observe or respect western conceptions of human rights. Botswana is a case in point 
here. The least externally-dependent of the countries explored here, and fully paid-up member of the IMF, the GoB 
has opted to circumscribe the latitude it gives to human rights. Interviews with UNDP Country Representative 
echoed the GoB’s independent position, which affords it the freedom to determine content and level of involvement 
of the UN. (http://www.imf.org/external/np/tre/ tad/exfin2.cfm?memberKey1=80)  
19 Interviews at UNDP, Gaborone, Botswana, 2002.  
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Juxtaposing Botswana to other countries where rule of law and/or rights-based law is 
afforded a relatively central and uncomplicated status is interesting. It illustrates how plans 
that integrate rule of law uncritically (as universally rational and therefore inherently 
unproblematic) can be as problematic as those that leave the issue in silence.20 
 
In sum 
These cases illustrate that both human rights and rule of law are good examples of how UN 
thought tends to anchor its approach in rational universalism. To the extent that rule of law 
and human rights are integrated uncritically, however, can also be the extent to which they 
are prey to becoming tools for false legitimacy and elite control over an ever more powerful 
state apparatus. That is, to the extent that support for rule of rights-based law tends to 
strengthen the monitoring or enforcement capacity of the state while not being very well 
linked to substantive political analysis, risk to citizens is increased. Okafor (2000: 53) argues, 
for example, that African governments have tended: 
 
to resort to the use of excessive force in order to homogenise the populations of their states, and maintain the 
territorial integrity of such states. The law has all-too-often provided a ready and powerful justification for such 
projects, and has thereby contributed to tensions and conflicts that have been produced by efforts to advance these 
projects (ibid.: 92). 
 
As yet, however, there is little evidence that the UN has begun to conceptualise the 
relationship between rights, rule of law and the configuration of intra-state relations within 
African states (see Eyoh 1998; Okafor 2000). Rather, as Dembour (1996: 36) argues ‘[t]he 
expression ‘human rights’ is used as if it was clear, could stand by itself, and is not in need of 
substantiation.’ The potential becomes mired in the pretence to simple, elegant universalism. 
‘But it is not, for human rights claims can never be divorced from the particular context in 
which they are raised.’ This is truer still for the ‘rule of law’, which is used even today to 
justify the most heinous acts of state, as the earlier example from Rwanda indicates. 
 As such, what the UN’s ‘rights-based law’ focus will accomplish, no matter how 
coherently expressed, remains uncertain. Is a lack of rights-based laws and rights-based 
education really the source of political repression? Where and under what conditions are 
building state capacity and heightening ‘awareness of rights, roles and responsibilities in a 
pluralistic society’ (Tanzanian CCF 2001: 9) appropriate ways to enhance human dignity, 
security and freedom? Is it merely an exercise in wishful thinking, wilful blindness and artful 
amnesia that ignores the underlying relations of state power and citizen powerlessness? 

                                                 
20 Further, that Botswana has rejected a UN focus on Human Rights therefore need not be viewed too 
pessimistically, but rather as an invitation to see the underlying organisation of power, and imbalances between state 
power and other groups. For example, Swatuk (1999: 7) has argued that the relocation of the Kalahari Desert San 
people to bleak settlements is illustrative of more than the abrogation of human rights; it expresses the intersection of 
‘interests between large cattle ranchers, mining capital and the state of Botswana’ (see also Good 1999). Similarly, a 
rights-based approach may not see the complex extra-legal sources of vulnerability, or how the legal architecture 
produces existing power relations rather than disarticulates them (see also Selolwane 1997 on status of women).  
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Media freedom:  
Democracy agenda’s information wing? 
An interrogation of rights-based law as an anchor of the democratic agenda raises questions 
about the dangers latent in universal goods. Similarly, a closer look at media (and later civil 
society and elections) raises challenges to the participatory credentials that the UN ascribes to 
its models and approaches. These claims to participatory/democratic processes lend 
legitimacy to the knowledge the UNDP purveys. Yet, as explored below, these claims are 
weak, and not least for the reason that they profoundly misconstrue the contexts within which 
they are, ostensibly, designed to float. 
 Well-disseminated and vetted information is crucial to the well-functioning liberal 
polity. Actors must have extensive and accurate information to judge their rational interests 
with any precision. As such, liberal approaches place emphasis on a strong and independent 
media, which would have the ability to transmit information, give voice and organisational 
power to sub-state interests, and deliver them into national debates. 
 In theory, information in the public domain can be subjected to the rigours of national 
debate. It is assumed that what survives the rigours of such debate is consistent with what any 
rational person would agree is reasonable. ‘Critical debate in the public becomes a test of 
rationality and right.’ The premise is essentially Kantian (in Chambers 2000: 201):  
 
[A]ll action affecting the rights of other human beings are wrong if their maxim is not compatible with being made 
public’. The idea is that the sovereign is the guardian of the general interest and thus should have no fear of public 
debate on the legitimacy of his [sic] actions. Indeed a sovereign who fears public debate is a sovereign who fears that 
his [sic] actions are not in the general interest and suspects that that fact will be brought to light within public debate. 
 
As such, Chambers argues that the common assumption is that the media is one of the key 
means through which ‘the public’ is formed. The media provides the space where individual 
opinions are more than aggregated; it is the space where public opinion, itself, is formed. 
That is, political authority and public opinion are held to be distinct, and through the media, 
‘now confront each other as separate political forces.’ 
 Thus, media is seen not only as a normative good, but also a key technical requirement 
for a functioning liberal system – especially one that admits that tensions between state and 
society exist, and that systems of accountability are required. Essentially media is the central 
means whereby political power is subjected to public reason and state legitimacy is 
negotiated (Calabrese 2000: 69). For example, the Human Development Report (2002: 75) 
argues: 
 
Perhaps no reform can be as significant for making democratic institutions work as reform of the media: building 
diverse and pluralistic media that are free and independent, that achieve mass access and diffusion, that present 
accurate and unbiased information. Informed debate is the lifeblood of democracies. Without it, citizens and 
decision-makers are disempowered, lacking the basic tools for informed participation and representation. 
 
Yet, at the same time, the HDR also notes that the media industry suffers from a number of 
structural flaws, such as concentrated ownership, that challenge the proposition that media, 
when taken as a whole, will represent a sufficiently wide set of viewpoints to be considered. 
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These biases, other critics argue, also extend to the private sector lenses the media uses to 
make important decisions about framing, themes and subject matter, as well as more subtle 
biases related to race, class, gender, ethnocentrism, etc (Herman and Chomsky 2002). These 
are explored in more depth below. 
 
Country caveats 
At the global level, the UNDP’s ‘Subjective Indicators of Governance’ include ‘freedom of 
the press’ as a component of ‘voice and accountability’, and as contingent on ‘media 
objectivity’ and ‘freedom of expression’ – (UNDP 2002: 37). This differs significantly from 
the way we find the role of the media expressed in the country level strategy documents. 
Here media, and moreover publicly owned media, is envisioned to play a key role in 
‘disseminating’ information about the ‘rights and responsibilities’ of living in a democratic 
society (CCF 2001). Thus, we find media playing two very different roles in the democracy 
agenda. In one, it is the key means through which people participate in the liberal model the 
UN advocates. In another, it is the medium used to transmit the UN’s ‘rational universal 
knowledge’ to the people. Here we find media as, moreover, the information wing for the 
UNDP’s democracy agenda. 
  
Namibia and Botswana 
The Namibian United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) is threaded 
with an emphasis on the importance of media, public information and awareness-raising in 
the fights against AIDS and violence against women. However, identifiable projects tend to 
accord with supporting the capacity of the public media, which is under the control of the 
SWAPO regime. While the UNDAF asserts an emphasis on ‘promoting independent and 
pluralistic media’, this comprises ‘enhancing the educational and cultural mission of public 
service broadcasting’ [emphasis added] (69, 188), and a pilot community radio project in 
Ohangwena – the SWAPO electoral stronghold. 
 The Namibian Broadcasting Corporation (NBC), however, has been mired in 
controversy. One recently is the decision by President Nujoma to take over the key decision-
making post at NBC despite Nujoma’s lack of expertise in the field.21 More generally, it is 
not clear that NBC and media more broadly understood bear conflation. Focus groups 
assembled by the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA 2002: 14) revealed widespread 
dissatisfaction with NBC’s pro-government bias: 
 
TV is not covering diversity, it is pushing political views. It is unbalanced and biased. Speeches by Presidents and 
Ministers are often the main news. Is that the kind of criteria it lays down? Programmes are shown over and over 
again, like the speech of a Minister who visited the Kavango region, which was broadcast in three parts for three 
consecutive evenings. 

A broader view of news lacks. Almost the same kind of news, about speeches and workshops just to mention 
a few, is broadcasted. Poor production, and picture and sound quality [are] also annoying. Besides that, no 
investigative reporting due to gate keeping makes the national broadcaster boring. 
 

                                                 
21 Interview at the Namibian Institute for Democracy, Windhoek, 2002. 
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In fact, in all country cases, media sectors suffer from shortcomings that seriously constrain 
the ideal that media will serve central role in vetting public policy. For example, 
 
Botswana shares one of the greatest weaknesses of the African press – that papers publish news in English while the 
majority of the population, especially in the rural areas, is unable to read this language. Furthermore, the Botswana 
press is urban-centred, reaching out only to the educated elite while the population in rural areas remains largely cut 
off (MISA 2001:35). 
 
Similarly, a recent pilot Media Monitoring Project in Namibia (MISA 2002: 1-2) found 
embedded and productive biases22 in media reporting. Specifically, ‘[t]he voices that are 
heard in the media are overwhelmingly male’. Media, and especially the Namibian 
Broadcasting Corporation [public], tends to rely on single sources, particularly government 
sources, and tends to focus on conferences, workshops, speeches and other high level events; 
and rarely follows up or provides in-depth investigative reporting. These findings are 
consistent with the impressions of focus group participants who expressed the view that 
‘media in Namibia were [sic] not really independent or objective’ (17).23 
 
Tanzania 
The Media Council of Tanzania24 recorded a ‘mushrooming of media outlets’ (Information 
Sheet, July 2002) since political and economic liberalisation began in the 1990s. The rise in 
media is seen as a necessary complement to political liberalisation in that the opposition is 
weak, and thus media is often the only place to debate divergent views. Growth, however, 
has been chaotic and in an effort to regulate standards government has introduced prohibitive 
taxes and registration fees, which tend to have a debilitating effect on operating costs, 
maintaining low standards and imposing high survival pressures. Poised on a narrow 
financial edge, effective freedom is curtailed by the implicit threat posed by an arsenal of 
laws (such as sedition), from which most private media outlets or their independent 
journalists do not have the resources to defend themselves. The fragile environment has 
produced a Catch 22 where local media and journalistic standards suffer (see Mauggo 2001), 
while the use of cheap international media sources has sky rocketed. 
 Further concerns were expressed over the combined effect of the tax and registration 
regimes and repressive laws constraining media start-ups. This has had the most profound 
effect on local media, and the Council felt that future trends would see indigenous media 
under constant threat from foreign investment. 
 Some implications for the rural and vulnerable, especially women, are asymmetrical 
access to information and the political system. For example Karashani (2001: 14) records that 
gender analysts in south-western Tanzania [Sumbawanga] have attributed rural men’s 
monopoly over local politics ‘to a large extent’ to a lack of information that ‘robbed the 

                                                 
22 Productive biases are those that reproduce the social conditions they represent. For example, representing only 
male voices reproduces a social context where female voices are seen as less important, less newsworthy.  
23 While no similar studies for Botswana have been located, personal impressions (based on living in Botswana over 
a two year period) suggests that a pattern of gender bias is clear and present, as is true for media more generally.  
24 Interviews Dar es Salaam, 2002. 
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women folk of the chance to vie for positions or to make informed choices in the 2000 
election.’ This may overstate the potential role of the media in women’s emancipation in 
rural Tanzania, however, as Sheikh (2001: 11) notes: ‘In Tanzania as elsewhere in Africa the 
news is seldom managed or presented by, for or about women. In all forms of media, 
decisions are most often made by men.’25 
 The question of media bias is further complicated by the proliferation of foreign 
sources. Recently, for example, East African Muslims have complained about the coverage 
given to the Muslim faith by western news sources, and questioned the extent to which the 
proliferation of these views in East African media is influencing foreign policy decisions and 
government and community receptiveness to anti-Muslim sentiment. 26 Further, the 
proliferation of international news and media sources raises additional questions about the 
role of the media as local watchdog. 
 
In sum 
Overall, it seems that important questions remain about the potential for media to play a 
positive role in political transformation. If the media is not up to the task, however, the 
condition of (widely available and accurate) information that serves to regulate the flow of 
power is severely compromised. The conditions under which ‘the public’ match and counter 
the discourse articulation capacity of the state are revealed as more complicated and fragile 
than governance models suggest. 
 Weaknesses in the way media is integrated into the democracy agenda, then, seriously 
challenge the model of participation it offers. Further, while the democracy agenda depends 
on a facile cardboard cut out of ‘the media’ to flesh out crucial dimensions of participation, it 
simultaneously undermines these dimensions by co-opting the power of the media for its own 
dissemination needs. 
 
Civil and uncivil society 
The concept of ‘civil society’ is found under the UNDP’s ‘Objective indicators of 
Governance’ (2002: 43) and corresponds specifically to ‘trade union membership’ and ‘non-
governmental organisations.’ Thus, for example, in Norway, the Human Development 
Index’s leading country, 52% of people belong to trade unions and there are 2,571 non-
governmental organisations. The US, however, which places 6th overall in the Human 
Development Index lists only 13 % of citizens as members of trade unions and, 
comparatively, 2,685 non-governmental organisations, despite populations of 4.5 and 285 
million respectively. In other words, the US has a comparatively very weak civil society. In 
terms of our country cases, Botswana clocks in at 12% and 356, Namibia, 5% and 817, and 
Tanzania at 17% and 554, respectively, with respective populations of approximately 10, 1.5, 
1.5, and 23 million. Thus, all fare very well when compared to the US. 
 It is unclear how to interpret the relationship of ‘civil society’ to democracy, or the 
relationship between civil society and anything – particularly given the United States’ 

                                                 
25 See the Tanzania Media Women Association website for more information on this issue: http://www.tamwa.or.tz  
26 http://www.africaonline.com/site/Articles/1,3,47429.jsp 
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comparatively poor showing. Not surprisingly, the Report makes no reference to the concept 
in the ‘Human Development Balance Sheet’ (10-11), with its absence most remarkable in the 
‘Democracy and Participation’ field. 
 Nevertheless, the concept is used fairly robustly across the discourse. At times, civil 
society seems to be a fuzzy conflation of the word ‘civil’ meaning civilised or community 
minded, ‘civil’ meaning civilian and standing in for the concept of society generally, and 
‘civil society’ in the ‘pre-modern’ sense of ‘politically organised commonwealth’ (Ehrenberg 
1999: 235). Few distinctions are drawn and no attempt is made to illuminate the role of 
external donors in constituting civil society (Bellucci 2002) in many developing countries, 
the various political goals and endogenous organisational imperatives these actors may seek 
(Fowler 1996), or the darker side of organised non-state political action, sometimes analysed 
under the rubric of ‘uncivil society’.27 
 
Country caveats 
By miring such dimensions in silence, the UNDP’s depiction of civil society is scripted as a 
rather unproblematic and apolitical intermediary between society in general and the goals of 
the developmental state, as we see below. More problematic still are the grey areas where the 
twinning of engagement with civil society actors and communities conflates sub-contracting 
to civil society with community participation and consent. 
 
Tanzania  
The Tanzanian CCF by comparison, conflates civil society with general participation and 
consultative processes. For example, it states: ‘In partnerships with government, civil society 
and donors, the UNDP will contribute to the achievement of the seven broad strategic 
outcomes’. One such outcome is that ‘the budget process should be participatory and 
transparent, enabling civil society to have an influence on the setting of priorities and 
allocating resources to them’ (6). Similarly, ‘government technical and organisational 
capacity to manage the TAS and PRSP processes increased by supporting civil society 
involvement in planning, implementation and monitoring’ (7). ‘Pro-poor growth strategies’ 
also relied on ‘[c]apacity building of Government and civil society to identify appropriate 
and effective pro-poor strategies’ (8). 
 Interviews with members of non-governmental organisations revealed that while most 
considered themselves advocates, few made any claims to representativeness. 28 Independent 
studies also suggest that NGO administered projects are not necessarily more participatory or 
consultative. For example, an evaluation of the Health Through Sanitation and Water project, 
funded jointly by the Swedish and Tanzanian governments, found that implementers did not 
include village recommendations in project design and ‘that a lack of popular participation in 
decision-making by the target population at each and every stage of the project cycle 
contributed to inevitable but predictable negative consequences’ (Rugumamu 1999: 49-50). 
Similarly, R.G. Mutakyahwa, of the Eastern and Southern African Universities’ Research 

                                                 
27 I am indebted to Sandra J. MacLean for this insight. 
28 Interviews in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, Nov. 2002. 
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Programme, argues that Tanzania’s civil society has a propensity to fail to make a visible 
impact, to take decisions based on reliable data or to monitor or evaluate progress (2002: 78). 
 Interviews at the ESRF (Economic and Social Research Foundation), a Dar es Salaam 
think tank, and the Centre for Foreign Relations also indicated that the manifest expression of 
the NGO presence was the number of fine restaurants and four wheel drives on the road. 
Both interviewees felt that often, very little was actually accomplished, with NGOs rarely 
stewarding projects beyond the outfitting (four wheel drives, cell phones, etc.) and planning 
stages. The representative for the ESRF was particularly sceptical about the role of NGOs in 
poverty alleviation: 
 
There are too many NGOs, many of them one-person shows, and all about making money. Tanzanians in general 
don’t drive four-wheel drives. Those cars belong to the aid workers. The classes that drive the NGO business are 
pretty far removed from regular people. Donors are pouring in excessive funding; the need for an NGO bill arose 
because there is this widespread feeling that NGO aren’t accomplishing anything.29 
 
Namibia 
The conceptual and strategic integration of civil society adopted in Namibia tends to be quite 
similar to that in Tanzania, despite the different contexts. For example, the UNDAF (2002: 
10, 19) asserts: 
 
The United Nations (UN) System in Namibia, reflecting on the prospects and in dialogue with Government, civil 
society associations and donors, have converged upon the following strategic objectives over the near-term, namely 
to assist the Government and the people of Namibia to… 
 In view of the above target dates, the timing of the formulation of UNDAF allows UN Agencies sufficient 
time to equip themselves in order to have an even greater influence on the guiding principles of development in 
Namibia. NDP2 [National Development Plan 2] and Vision 2030 provide an opportunity for UN Agencies to arrange 
themselves, with the help of a common development assistance framework and in close co-operation with GRN, 
civil society and the donor community, to face the challenges of assisting in the implementation of a medium-term 
plan within the guidance of a long-term vision. 
 
Thus, again we find the implicit assumption that dialogue with ‘civil society’ is necessary 
and sufficient to imbue the intervention process with participatory credentials, and to infuse 
processes with the benefits of multi-stakeholder views. Yet, civil society is not necessarily 
representative, which poses significant problems for the implicit claim that consulting civil 
society experts is the same as holding general consultations. Indeed, a recent youth survey 
conducted by the Institute for Public Policy Research (2001: 38) found that less that 4.3% of 
respondents felt strongly that experts should make ‘key economic decisions.’ 
 Elsewhere, a recent UNDP study highlighted that differences among gender and class 
interests of community leaders could tend to frustrate empowerment efforts. For example: ‘A 
Herero community leader, who also presides over dispute resolution hearings in the Gobabis 
area, was quoted as saying that violence repeatedly inflicted on a woman is not a good reason 
to ask for a divorce.’30 

                                                 
29    Paraphrased from field notes. 
30 ‘Male leaders ‘giving nod’ to marital rape, says UN report.’ The Namibian, August 31, 2001. 
www.namibian.com.na/2001/August/news/01E7BD169.html. 
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 At the same time, interviews with members of Windhoek’s NGO community indicated 
that the processes of NGO consultation were uneven, at best. For example, interviews at the 
Legal Assistance Centre in Windhoek indicated that donors self-determined what kind of 
projects they would fund, while ‘very often we are not invited [to consultations] at all.’ 
Similarly, the director for the Namibian Red Cross lamented that they had not received any 
information about the Millennium Declaration, nor had they been invited to the launch of the 
Human Development Report: ‘We are left out of launches and have not been briefed on the 
Millennium Declaration.’ The Director for the Institute for Democracy added, ‘civil society 
is weak and fragmented, and are not taken seriously.’ A representative for the Rainbow 
Project, an advocacy organisation for gays and lesbians, also noted that lobbies were divided 
along racial lines, with white gays and lesbians drawing funding from the relatively 
privileged whites of Windhoek, and poorer blacks having little recourse against violence and 
police harassment and the compulsions of poverty. 
 
Botswana 
The Botswana CCF doesn’t mention civil society, and the observer is left to speculate about 
the implications of a democracy agenda that can exclude the concept altogether. Interviews 
with the UNDP country representative revealed that NGOs were informally consulted, but 
that few resources were allotted for either consultations or strengthening any dimension of 
civil society. At the same time, however, interviews with NGOs also indicated that while 
their goals may be symbiotic with those of the segments of the population they hope to serve, 
their mandates are not democratically determined or reviewed. 

Further, interviews at BACONGO, Botswana’s NGO umbrella organisation, suggested 
that NGO ‘governance’ remained a significant problem in Botswana, with questions of fiscal 
responsibility and accountability remaining BACONGO’s top concern. At the same time, 
analysts (Good 1999: Holm 1993) have pointed to the overall weakness of Botswana’s ‘civil 
society’ as contributing to the democracy’s elitist and authoritarian tendencies. 
 
In sum 
Thus, ‘civil society’, typically used to signify some dimension of participatory or consultative 
process, is both a central and peripheral, yet critically ambiguous, component of the overall 
democracy agenda. It tends to be used in ways that implicitly conflate the interests of society 
in general with those of the NGO community and local leaders. Here, however, we find, inter 
alia, that class and gender issues are denied. The concept of civil society, as seen in the 
democracy agenda, does not leave room to acknowledge that inequities are reproduced in 
civil society. Rather the idea carries with it the implication that power inequities have already 
been resolved, leaving (only) a representative and concentrated microcosm of the ideal 
‘public’. Thus, while civil society is clearly a concept that is very important to the 
participatory claims of the democracy agenda, it also obfuscates more than it illuminates. 

It also shadows the dimensions of privilege and underprivileged the donor gaze 
produces. That is, donors listen to and empower some organisations, imagining that they are 
representative in order to satisfy their own participation requirements, while empowering 
certain voices and segments of the population at the expense of others. 
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Elections: Still the only measure of participation 
Elections appear in the Human Development Report (UNDP 2002: 37-45) as the only 
‘Objective Indicator’ of participation, and a ‘Subjective’ expression of ‘political rights’ and 
voice and accountability’. Regionally, they feature centrally as well: 
 
Elections play a central role in democratisation efforts in Africa and elsewhere and this focus must remain strong; 
but elections must also be part of a long-term undertaking that will lead to a strengthening of national institutions 
and democratic processes. The real test of a democratisation process is not the organisation of first elections, but 
whether those first elections are followed by others in accordance with an agreed electoral timetable (Causes of 
Conflict 1998: para. 78). 
 
Yet, the ambivalent expression of the key symbols of modern political systems discussed 
above might be expected to contribute to trouble and/or voter apathy on Election Day. 
Approaches to rule of law, human rights, civil society, and media tend to indicate blindness 
to political competition, while also failing to significantly intervene at the level of real lived 
exclusion. Election politics have long been recognised as contentious and potentially 
explosive politics – all the more so when stakes are high and other crucial means of 
cooperation and accountability are handicapped. 
 That is, elections do not simply mediate between the ideas of equals, but entail political 
competition among the vested interests of relatively unequal and sometimes volatile networks 
of power, and the hopes and expectations of individualised or marginalised publics. Further, 
it is a competition in which the government of the day or ruling party is privileged by the 
organisational, financial, regulatory and coercive machinery of the state. Outcomes may 
appear pre-determined, but stakes for both winners and losers can be extremely high – paving 
the way for explosive frustrations. 
 In Africa, elections often take place in the context of historically contingent ‘chaotic 
pluralism’ or incendiary dualisms (see Eyoh 1998: Mamdani 2001: Snyder 2000), expressing 
(sometimes desperate) attempts to fundamentally re-configure the relationship between state 
and sub-state groups, and state and structures of violence and inequality. In this context, 
‘[t]he choice therefore seems to be between two kinds of re-configuration, the one peaceable 
and the other violent’ (Okafor 2000: 127). Similarly, as Monga (1997: 165) notes: 
 
part of the violence is the political game itself, which leaders view as a ‘winner-takes-all’ fight to the finish where 
defeat means a loss not only of the emoluments and status that office brings, but sometimes of life itself. The game is 
for keeps. One must win – by any means necessary. The modern state, as Max Weber said, holds a monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force; the transition, in the eyes of many African politicians, is a battle for control over the state’s 
coercive apparatus. 
 
Micro and inter-personal social cleavages and conflict can also be played out on Election 
Day. In Tanzania, for example, structures of gender inequality continue to form a key basis 
for social conflict around election time. Karashani (2001: 14) reports that one civic education 
project in rural Tanzania went: 
 
well as she [the facilitator] spoke of women’s emancipation through economic development…but that when she 
delved into the woman’s individual right to choose leaders of her own choice, and to run for office, she was pulled 
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aside by the village heads and asked to end her lesson. ‘The leaders were unhappy, because they felt threatened. We 
were disturbing the status quo in this male dominated society.’ 
 
Alternatively there is also the problem of voter apathy and/or disassociation from the political 
system. For example, Good (1999: 52-53) argues that Botswana’s democracy is characterised 
by high levels of voter apathy, engendered by, inter alia, constitutional structure, ‘secretive 
authoritarian tendencies’, ‘the complete absence of right-to-know legislation, and of ‘whistle-
blower’ protections’, leading to ‘[t]he enfeeblement of the mass of the citizenry, in the face 
of both the quiescence of their elected parliamentary representatives and the domination of 
the elite’ (55). This helps to account for the fact that in 1999, only 41.98% of voting age 
adults voted, down from 46.63 in 1994.31 
 Thus, baring in mind the previous sections on law, media and civil society, it is 
noteworthy that the broader systemic environment can engender both apathy and conflict, 
where the lack of substantive freedom and opportunity truncates participation and the 
expression of alternative political vision. 
  
Country caveats 
Caveats notwithstanding, and despite being the only ‘Objective’ indicator of participation the 
only country documents that make reference to elections are those of Tanzania and Namibia. 
Tanzania became a multi-party democracy in 1995 and held its second elections in 2000.  
 
Tanzania 
In that the UNDP includes elections as the only objective measure of participation, it has a 
significant stake in seeing high electoral turnouts. According to the US Department of State, 
voter turn out for Tanzania in 2000 was low.32 However, according to the UNDP (2002: 45) 
voter turn out was high: 84%. While it is not stated, this figure must refer to ‘registered 
voters’, not ‘eligible voters’. To get an accurate figure for eligible voters one would first 
estimate the total population. The UN estimates the 2000 population at 35.1 million. IDEA33, 
estimated the 2000 population at 33, 517,000, for a difference of 1 million 583, 000 people! 
The UN estimated the population under 15 at 45%. If for the sake of argument, we increase 
this to 50%, then approximately half of the eligible voters voted, not 84%. According to 
IDEA 45.7% of the voting age population voted in 2000. Within these discrepancies lie 
vastly different pictures of the rate of participation in and citizen satisfaction with the 
Tanzanian political system. 
 There are 15 legally registered political parties, six of whom have seats in parliament. 
Overwhelmingly, mainland support lies with the CCM, which holds 198 out of a possible 228 
seats. Women hold 47 seats in total; 40 of those are CCM representatives. 

                                                 
31 http://www.idea.int/vt/country_view.cfm 
32 A study conducted in 1995 revealed that voter turn out was low for the first election, while the average voter was 
‘in the main: a male (concept of head of family) between 36 and 55 years of age; with below primary education 
level; dependant on farming as a occupation; living outside Dar Es Salaam with previous voting experience 
(Maliyamkono 1995: 48). 
33 Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance @ http://www.idea.int/ vt/region_view.cfm?CountryCode=TZ 
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Recently, SARDC34 reported that: 
 
In the rural areas, where 85 per cent of the population lives, the CCM [former one-party state government] structures 
remain virtually unchallenged even though only the more strident voices in the urban minority are serviced by media 
and donors. Election results are routinely challenged in the courts as being ‘rigged’ by government and there is an 
unwillingness to accept defeat which is an inherent component of any democracy. 
 
Irregularities, intimidation and boycotts on the Island of Zanzibar during the 2000 election 
received widespread attention, and were noted to have been exacerbated by ‘poor 
governance, poverty and inequalities’ (Tanzanian CCF 2001: 3). The Freidrich Ebert Stiftung 
(2001: 12) reported: 
 
A notable incidence in the 2000 general election was the cancellation in 16 constituencies in Zanzibar of election 
results unfavourable to the ruling party. Subsequently, the Zanzibar Electoral Commission announced results that 
gave the ruling party a 67% lead as against 33% for the opposition. Peaceful opposition protests of these actions 
were violently put down. 
 
In this light, the Freidrich Ebert Stiftung Foundation (2001: 10-11) argued that electoral 
politics in Tanzania are marred by a lack of good faith, which is made manifest by partisan 
appointments to the National Electoral Commission, relatively exorbitant fees to launch an 
electoral petition, organised youth wings with paramilitary training, and ‘political repression, 
harassment and intimidation.’ 
 The Tanzanian CCF (2001: 3), however, notes that international observers pronounced 
the elections ‘free and fair’: 
 
However, it was noted that future elections would benefit from a higher level of civic education, aimed at raising 
awareness of the electorate of rights and obligations in a pluralistic society. 
 
Namibia 
Namibia compares with Tanzania to the extent that it is a relatively new multiparty 
democracy dominated by one overwhelmingly powerful party that has used the power 
afforded by the state apparatus to further entrench its position and sway election results. It is 
also similar to the extent that large portions of the population overwhelmingly support the 
ruling party for reasons unrelated to conventional contemporary policy issues. According to 
the IPPR (Keulder 2002a: 12), the de facto effect is a ‘single-dominant-party system, 
dividing society into a single, strong political majority and a number of powerless political 
minorities. These two aspects combine to create a zero-sum perception of political rewards in 
the country, and of the relative permanence of winner/loser status.’ 

Melber (2000: 181) hypothesises that growing dissatisfaction, in this case, would be 
manifest in a withdrawal from the electoral system rather than as support for opposition 
parties. IDEA records that in 1989, close to 100% of the voting age public participated; in 
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1994, that number fell to 63.78, and in 1999, fell slightly further to 61.71, despite the 
registration of close to 200,000 more people. 35 
 Yet, the Namibian UNDAF (2002: 204) gives minimal attention to elections, 
mentioning them only once in the context of voter education - despite the last two elections 
showing a negative correlation between voter registration and voting. Further, a recent study 
by the IPPR (Keulder 2000: 12) indicated voter apathy and cynicism rather than ignorance 
lay at the heart of Namibia’s declining electoral turnout. A sample of focus group 
participants’ responses were used to illustrate the point: 
 
There are political parties in Namibia, but do you think it helps at all with the fact that you can choose? SWAPO is 
so big, the party that is in control is so big, it doesn’t help if you choose a smaller party. I don’t agree that there is 
political freedom in Namibia, because it is actually a rumour if you are not in SWAPO and you are Owanbo. 
 I have never voted and I will never vote. Why should I vote? It doesn’t help. 
  
Elections are the central symbolic act of faith in, and support for, the legitimacy of the 
national political community. They can also be an indicator of more profound problems in 
the liberal political transformation agenda. That is, if elections express a number of profound 
conflicts and ambivalences, none of which are mitigated by the rule of law, human rights 
norms, civil society or the media, then democratic governance is also bound to be frayed, 
fragmented, disarticulated and interpenetrated by conflict and ambivalence in ways that 
elections may be able to reflect, but not likely correct. 
 
In sum 
In the final analysis, however, elections are not only an expression of participation (although 
not ‘the’ expression), but also a gauge of systemic health. When they become the 
participatory moment of last resort, when all other forums for deliberation, mediation and 
self-determination have failed, elections, as well, will inevitably fail to express participation 
in any meaningful way (Gills et al 1993; Marks 2000). Yet, elections are asserted by the 
UNDP as the only objective measure of political participation, behind which a plethora of ills 
are masked in order to instantiate legitimacy into systems and processes, which in fact, can 
make few such claims. It is on the stage of elections where the democracy agenda’s 
commitment to participation makes its most artful performance. 
 
Capacity-building:  
Beware the ‘Developmental State’ 
In UN discourse, governments and states are relatively unproblematic signifiers for 
benevolent ciphers into which the UN inserts universal norms and related capacities. They 
embody laws and enforce them, their media apparatus is synonymous with media more 
generally, they receive the wisdom of ‘civil society’ and bend to it, and, ultimately, they 
willingly subject themselves to fair and periodic review and recall. 

The renewed centrality of the development state, however, is not seen uncritically in 
analytic circles. For example, Fine and Stoneman (1996: 7) argue: ‘The issue of the state and 
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development in Southern Africa is scarcely liable to inspire either material optimism or 
intellectual inspiration. The economic conditions that confront the region are far from 
conducive to progressive intervention by the state in pursuit of developmental goals…’ 

Alternatively, Ben Turok (1987:94) argues: ‘Too many critics and opponents have been 
harassed and imprisoned for us to fail to appreciate that the state is not simply a theoretical 
construct: it is a de facto internal force, an established machine governed by rules and 
discipline with a powerful capacity for coercion and control.’ For example, Peter Vale (2003: 
171) commenting on the old South Africa notes: 
 
Prior to the ending of colonialism, minority rule, and apartheid, manifestations of insecurity and war were at the core 
of the region’s discursive formation. Through this, realist security studies was presented as the only means to 
understand the future social organisation in the region; this in turn strengthened the power that this discourse 
exercised over a political lexicon that used gloomy tropes and hollow patriotism to reinforce the idea that the region 
belonged not to its people but to its states. 
 
The nexus of state and power in Africa must be understood on its own terms Turok goes on 
to argue. For example, he posits that: ‘the relation between economic and political power is 
inverted compared to conventional capitalist states. It is not economic power which yields 
political power but political power which provides the basis for the formation of an 
economically powerful class’ (71). Or as Peter Vale (2003: 64) notes when describing the 
apartheid state, it was the coercive apparatus of the state that ordered South and Southern 
Africa, reserving –by force- places of prosperity and privilege for the white (and male): 
 
The practice of discrimination and violence along racial divides was to be seen in many places, but if South Africa’s 
was its perfection, the racial politics in the contest over places once called Rhodesia and South West Africa suggests 
how racial discrimination was regional and how slowly and how violent was its retreat as fears for security – 
personal, national, even international – deepened. 
 
In this light, international actors have the added responsibility to recognise the complexities 
and particularities of the states, and their role in state making. Stateness derives from a 
complex amalgam of internal and external forces (see Shaw and Chazan 1986; McIntosh 
1999). Yet disparate analysts agree that juridical statehood, where international sanction is as, 
if not more, important than domestic legitimacy, is key to understanding the link between 
contemporary forms of African state power and the personal/elite wealth of state actors. It is 
juridical statehood that creates for state elites the environment within which it is relatively 
easy to treat state resources like personal property. 
 The juridical attributes of statehood can only be conferred upon governments by the 
‘international community… [J]uridical statehood is more important than empirical statehood 
in accounting for the persistence of states in Black Africa. International organisations have 
served as ‘post-imperial ordering devices’ for the new African states, in effect freezing them 
in their inherited colonial jurisdictions and blocking any post-independence movements 
towards self-determination (Jackson and Rosberg 1986: 237). 
 Juridical statehood makes for a mere tangential similarity between African and Western 
‘nations,’ as Mamdani and Eyoh (1998: 9) note, respectively: 
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In Africa, more than any part of the world, there is little coincidence between the history of nation formation and 
state formation, between social history and political history…More than the outcomes of internal social histories, 
they reflect the exigencies of external geopolitics…By and large the states in Africa are not nation states. 
 
According to this argument, suppositions that most Africans have come to privilege their 
identities as citizens of national political communities over allegiances to subnational groups 
are unwarranted, or at best, open to debate. 
 Recent studies in South Africa tend to confirm the need for greater attention to this 
point (du Toit 2001; Wilson and Black 2004). These highlight the extent to which individuals 
and communities may not (with good reason) recognise the legitimacy of the state or its elites 
– or, in fact, feel duty bound to submit to their authority (see Crais 2001). 
 Yet, tenuous claims to a governing mandate often translate fairly straightforwardly into 
control over the proceeds from state resources (i.e. oil, diamonds, timber, minerals, land 
and/or expropriation, etc.) and/or international aid and, during the Cold War, international 
patronage flows. Here the resources that flow from international ‘legitimacy’ typically render 
all other sub-groups vulnerable to the wishes of state elites, who control state resources and 
the coercive apparatus. 
 By virtue of its overwhelming resources, the state can be superficial and resilient, 
imposed and unopposed, as Mann (1986: 7) argues: 
 
There is, thus, a simple answer to the question of why the masses do not revolt – a perennial problem for social 
stratification – and it does not concern value consensus, or force, or exchange in the usual sense of those 
conventional sociological explanations. The masses comply because they lack collective organisation to do 
otherwise, because they are embedded within collective and distributive power organisation controlled by others. 
They are organisationally outflanked [emphasis on original]. 
 
Country caveats 
In this light, the propensity of the democracy agenda discourse to lay multiple forms of 
power at the feet of stateness, under the guise of ‘capacity-building’ for developmental states 
is problematic. This holds true even where capacity building is implemented in the context of 
a broader liberal reform agenda, which inevitably will be unevenly manifested. For example, 
a strengthening of the institutions and legitimacy of the electoral system may not necessarily 
be accompanied by gains in access to information, redress of inequities that prevent full 
political participation or freedom from intimidation. At this juncture, many critics have 
argued, lies the new democratically legitimate authoritarianism/low-intensity democracy 
(Gills at al. 1993; Marks 2000). 
 
Botswana 
In Botswana, interviews concerning the nature of projects being implemented revealed that 
the political/institutional focus placed a special emphasis on deepening information 
technology capacity of parliamentarians and developing a system for monitoring and 
evaluating citizen statistics - specifically, the development of a computerised information 
databank. This project is the result of a partnership and consultation between the UNDP, the 
World Bank and the GoB. 
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 Information, however, is not neutral, rather statistics and data matrices: 
 
have the character of maps. That is, they are designed to summarise precisely those aspects of a complex world that 
are of immediate interest to the map-maker…[It is also important to note] the apparent power of maps to transform 
as well as merely to summarise the facts that they portray. This transformative power resides not in the map, of 
course, but rather in the power possessed by those who deploy the perspective of that particular map (Scott 1998: 
87). 
 
In this light, one UNDP Programme Officer noted that it was taboo to talk about either 
human rights or the ‘Basarwa’ (Botswana’s semi-nomadic indigenous people), and that 
‘gender is not taken into account at all’. Similarly a UNECA (UN Economic Commission for 
Africa) survey and report on Governance contained no gender component, while one of the 
academics charged with analysing and synthesising the report felt that while the ‘sin of 
omission’ might impact negatively on women, it was just as likely that if conditions 
improved overall, women would simply benefit by extension. 
 No public, civil society or consultative meetings had taken place, yet the UN was in the 
process of empowering the organisational and administrative capacity of the state to effect 
social engineering with ever more efficiency and on a grander scale. 
 There are, however, caveats to consider: 
 
The discipline of economics achieves its formidable resolving power by transforming what might otherwise be 
considered qualitative matters into quantitative issues with a single metric and, as it were, a bottom line: profit or 
loss. Providing one understands the heroic assumptions required to achieve this precision and the questions that it 
cannot answer, the single metric is an invaluable tool. Problems arise only when it becomes hegemonic (ibid.: 346). 
 
The Botswana polity carries a clear propensity for government hegemony. ‘Civil society’ (in 
terms of the NGOs and Community-Based Organisations) is considered weak, while the 
political elite is strong and entrenched. As one local academic argued: ‘civil society is weak, 
accountability is low, equality is lacking, secrecy is high and formal opposition, at least since 
1999, is non-existent.’ Further, a number of people interviewed from the academic 
community and NGO sector expressed the concern that government lacked direction, yet 
seemed unwilling to consult more broadly with society or to allow criticism to air out the 
‘settled conservatism and complacency’. 36 
 One of Africa’s few shining lights of democracy, Botswana has also been characterised 
as an elite democracy and/or authoritarian liberal regime (Good 1999), which ‘often shows 
tendencies toward an authoritarianism more reminiscent of apartheid engineering than 
openness, accountability and respect for human rights’, argues Larry Swatuk, from the 
University of Botswana (UB). This state, Swatuk argues, is geared towards ‘the continuing 
intersection of interests between large cattle ranchers, mining capital and the State of 
Botswana’ (1999: 7). Similarly, Balefi Tsie notes (1996: 602) ‘[t]he dominance of the BDP 
[ruling party] in post colonial politics is largely the result of an ability to build a political 
alliance consisting of the most powerful members of the capitalist class of cattle 
accumulators (both black and white) which took control of the state at independence…’ 
                                                 
36 Interviews at BACONGO and University of Botswana 2002, 2003. 
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Likewise, Good, Professor of Political Science at UB, argued recently (2002: 18) that 
hierarchies of wealth and status have helped to ‘entrench a culture of passivity and deference 
where the elite refuses to explain and account for its actions…The ‘real losers’ within an 
elite-promoted obscurity and silence are probably the ‘poor and voiceless’’. 
 With respect to ‘crosscutting’ issues to which the UN has made clear commitments, 
similarly, Selolwane (1997: 30) has noted the dialectical relationships between women’s 
limited political power in Botswana and the gendered face of poverty. ‘In the context of the 
postcolonial state, where the state is the chief distributor of economic opportunities and 
development resources, women’s capacity to influence distributional decision-making is 
critical to the enhancement of their development status.’ Yet interviews reveal that the 
UNDP’s current governance and data generating agenda had no gender component, and had 
not been reviewed through gendered lenses. 
 
Namibia 
In Namibia, the process of governance programming was stalled, and few capacity-building 
efforts not covered in previous sections were either planned or on going. Despite having 
produced more documents than any of the other Country Offices visited, the UNDP 
(governance/poverty unit) was in a transition phase, and had no programmes ongoing – 
except a TV debate on ‘Talk to the Nation’ in the planning stage. UNDP Namibia had, 
however, made a clear commitment to ‘moving upstream’. This strategy was described thus: 
‘we fit poverty programmes with gaps the government has pre-identified. We are committed 
to a relationship with government.’ 37 The only project in the recent past was in Ohangwena, 
the poverty stricken and densely populated Swapo electoral stronghold. 
 Recently, the independent newspaper, The Namibian, reported Prime Minister Theo-
Ben Gurirab ‘proposed that the Swapo strongholds of Rundu Rural, Hakahana and 
Ohangwena be split into two to create three more constituencies under the ruling party’. 38 
Similarly, Namibian Scholar Henning Melber (2000: 183) has cautioned against what he 
describes as ‘[a]n increasing tendency towards totalitarian methods of political rule’. ‘Our 
political rulers’, he argued, ‘foster a culture of fear, a culture of silence.’ 
 
Tanzania 
The UNDP governance unit in Tanzania placed its emphasis on strengthening the capacity of 
the National Assembly, ‘staff-reorientation towards multipartyism’ and a pilot de-
centralisation project in four wards – all through existing government channels. It was also, 
reportedly, moving forward on an information database - similar to that underway in 
Botswana, and a pilot project in participatory budgeting in Mwanza (in the west, flanking 
lake Victoria).39 
 Activities were modest when compared to the ‘examples of activities’ cited on the 
‘UNDP-Tanzania’ website, especially with respect to gender mainstreaming, which was, as 

                                                 
37 Interview at UNDP, Windhoek Namibia, 2002.  
38 http://www.namibian.com.na/Focus/Elections/results.html; http://allafrica.com/stories/200211220206.html 
39 Interviews with UNDP in Dar Es Salaam, 2002.  
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elsewhere, not as yet being operationalised. Similarly, efforts to refine government capacity 
were ongoing, while civil society support was, reportedly, ‘in the planning stage’. 
 As in Botswana, a central anchor of the democratic support agenda was the creation and 
segmentation of information whereby complex social structures and conditions could be 
rendered intelligible for government purposes. The process was still in the data collection 
phase in late 2002. Interestingly, interviews at the UNDP revealed that instead of using a 
massive database amassed by the University of Dar Es Salaam think tank REDET (Research 
and Education for Democracy in Tanzania), the UNDP had commissioned a completely new 
data set from the Law Department. 
 In response, one academic interviewed observed that the marginalisation of existing 
data in favour of new data collection projects is a common practice among donors in 
Tanzania. Given the short funding life spans of many projects, however, most never get past 
the data collection phase.40 Nevertheless, the UNDP was directing its resources towards 
(Tanzanian CCF 2001: 8): 
 
A master plan for a holistic and effective poverty monitoring system, including the establishment of a long term 
survey programme, sectoral data collection, Participatory Poverty Assessments (PRAs) and independent studies and 
dissemination plans. 
 
To the former subjects of Ujamaa41, there may be some resonance. For example, Scott (1998: 
224) details how aesthetics, miniaturisation and simplification were the means for 
implementing Nyerere’s great socialist villagisation experiment (1973-1976): 
 
[T]he existing pattern of settlement and social life in Tanzania were illegible and resistant to the narrow purposes of 
the state. Only by radically simplifying the settlement pattern was it possible for the state to efficiently deliver such 
development services as schools, clinics, and clean water. Mere administrative convenience was hardly the only 
objective of state officials…The thinly veiled subtext of villagisation was also to reorganise human communities in 
order to make them better objects of political control and to facilitate the new forms of communal farming favoured 
by state policy. 
 
The UNDP was also undertaking a pilot de-centralisation project that relied on participatory 
rural appraisal methods, but also worked exclusively through government channels and 
official headmen. Gender was not mainstreamed42 into project design, despite UNDP staff 
noting during the interview that women tended to be absent from, or silent within, meetings. 
One observer of the aid community commented that Participatory Research Assessment 
(PRA) invitees were rarely given any preparatory workshops or materials, leaving them 
sceptical and confused about the overall exercise.43 
 Further, the explicit goal was to render information to Tanzanian state officials. In the 
light of other dimensions of state/society relations discussed earlier, James Scott (1990: 2) 

                                                 
40 Interview at the Centre for Foreign Relations, Dar Es Salaam, 2002 
41 Ujamaa was a government-led and enforced ‘villagisation’ programme that sought to carve collectivised farms 
out of the social, political and geographical landscape. 
42 See Erin K. Baines forthcoming for a critique of the discourse of gender mainstreaming 
43 Interview at the Centre for Foreign Relations, Dar Es Salaam, 2002. 
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draws our attention to the existence of ‘public transcripts’ and ‘hidden transcripts. The former 
is ‘a shorthand way of describing the open interaction between subordinates and those who 
dominate’. The latter is the ‘discourse that takes place ‘offstage’, beyond direct observation 
by powerholders’. Given the UN’s unambiguous (and largely uncritical) support for 
government and state structures, PRA researchers are likely to be considered powerholders, 
and thus the information they receive would likely be a public transcript. This could differ 
significantly from what participants might say privately, outside of the view of state agents. 
A recent study (Karashani 2001: 15), for example, noted that political meetings tended to 
embody a range of challenges and threats for women: 
 
When you raise the hand to ask a question, they first ask you for your name and where you live. This means they 
may follow you, and who knows, pick you up from home,’ said Ms Eliza Saini, the [church group] vice secretary. 
And in the rural setting where they might victimise you for what they think you think, her fears are not without 
justification. 
 
In this context, gathering information becomes both highly politicised and highly vulnerable 
to biases and misinformation. 
 Additionally, one interviewee also noted that the concept of ‘decentralisation’ already 
has a long and troubled history in Tanzania, which has gone through a number of de-
centralisation and re-centralisation rounds since independence. As a result of these 
experiments, both the local and centralised governments are linked in the popular imaginary 
with the imposition of illegitimate and often chaotic political interventions, and the creation 
of new strata of unaccountable and often inept political elites. Since independence, for 
example, a number of layers of local government have been created, imposed and 
disbanded.44 
 Overall, UNDP-Tanzania’s focus on government capacity occurs in a context where 
‘undoing the state monopoly in economic and political affairs has been especially difficult’ 
and ‘[a]ssociational life…is quite weak, even by African standards’ (Hyden 1999; 143, 148). 
Corruption and neopatrimonialism are widely acknowledged as well-entrenched, while public 
service operations remain opaque in the hands of ‘corrupt officials [who] are motivated to 
create disorganisation and intransparency’ (Kobb 2000). Yet, these characteristics seem to 
have reinforced rather than called into question the strategy of working though, empowering 
and socialising state officials (Hyden 1999; Kobb 2000), despite Tanzania being rated by 
Transparency International as the seventh most corrupt country, out of 99, in 1999 (Kobb 
2000). 
 
In sum 
This brief sample has sought to illuminate the nexus of UN governance and ‘the state’, 
where, as Good (1999: 62) argues in the case of Botswana, ‘[p]opular non-participation and 
elite predominance persist in close, mutually supportive circularity.’ 

While the countries surveyed all have widely varying democratic ‘deficits’ (UNDP 
2002), the UN model persists in imagining these states as ideal developmental states and not 
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as the political complexes they really are. This facilitates interventions that seek to build 
capacity, but may also have the consequence of merely empowering the state apparatus 
(especially in relation to other social forces) with which elites can entrench their position. 
 
Concluding remarks 
While overall, the democracy agenda discourses are conceptually quite messy, they tend to 
coalesce and become coherent around UN claims to being the arbiter of universal knowledge. 
This is coupled with the clear conviction that this universal knowledge ought to be, first and 
foremost, inserted from the top-down into states. Underlying this state-centrism, however, is 
the assumption that questions dogging the legitimacy of the ruling elite and the architectures 
of power in the post-colonial world are not important enough to warrant questioning the 
conflation of the interests of the state with those of the members of society in any meaningful 
way. Hence, all the rhetoric of participation and consultations found the democracy agenda is 
rendered effectively impotent, robbed of its more radical transformative critique of top-down 
and coercive power more generally. 
 In the preceding sections, we see a failure to substantively engage with the mechanisms 
of powerlessness conditioning the expression of some of the UN model’s most valued 
symbols of democratic governance: spurious claims to universality under gird approaches to 
rights-based rule of law; participatory credentials are claimed by virtue of thin versions of the 
media, civil society and elections; and the state is rendered as an apolitical cipher, thereby 
transformed into the benign developmental state. The only thing that stands in the way of 
development is knowledge and capacity – never politics. The preceding sections also 
highlight that, consequently, at the level of praxis there is a propensity for related support 
programmes to translate into support programmes for authoritarian and elitist regimes or at 
least to fail to redress these tendencies in postcolonial states. 
 Together, the sections presented here speak to a density of evidence coalescing around 
the propensity of the dominant knowledge map of the democracy agenda to instantiate 
institutions and social practices that are unlikely to have direct or causal links to 
empowerment, and conversely may have a propensity to contribute to the political 
powerlessness often identified as the underlying condition of material deprivation (Ferguson 
1994: Parpart 1995; Reason 1994). This Report, then, speaks to the necessity for further 
study comparing architectures of development intervention with local political landscapes. 

Where does this leave the democracy agenda? The answer is well expressed by James 
Ferguson in the epilogue of The Anti-Politics Machine (1994: 279-280): 
 
The question ‘what is to be done about all the poverty, sickness and hunger in the Third World’ immediately 
identifies the undoubtedly worthy goal of alleviating or eliminating poverty and its suffering. A first step, many 
would agree, towards clarifying that goal and the tactics appropriate to achieving it is to reformulate the question 
somewhat more politically: since it is powerlessness that ultimately underlies the surface conditions of poverty, ill-
health, and hunger, the larger goal ought therefore to be empowerment. 
 
Ferguson then goes on to ask, ‘What is to be done?’ to which he replies: ‘it seems clear that 
the most important transformations, the changes that really matter, are not simply 
‘introduced’ by benevolent technocrats,’ (281). Yet to suggest that state elites, multilateral 
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organisations or admitted self-interested bi-lateral organisations such as USAID45 ‘are not 
really the sort of actors that are very likely to advance the empowerment of the exploited 
poor…seems…to imply hopelessness; as if to suggest that the answer to the question ‘what is 
to be done’ is: ‘Nothing’ (285). The absence of substantive alternative thinking that seriously 
considers the propensity for top-down expertise to be part of the problem, rather than the 
solution, helps to render fundamentally different approaches unthinkable. 
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