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“An election cannot give a country a firm sense of direction if it has two 

or more national parties which merely have different names but are as 

alike in their principles and aims as two peas in the pod.” 

   [Franklin D. Roosevelt, former US President]  

 

We Ethiopians are gearing up for Election 2010. The campaign period is soon 

to end, as the political campaigns and the „slanging matches‟ between the 

contestants  of the 4th national elections have, by and large, already taken 

place peacefully, more or less. Though serious issues-based politics still 

remains a distant dream, more than 90 national and regional political parties 

have   made their relentless efforts to market their ideas and pledges to the 

electorate in the hope of being voted to power. As an electioneering ritual all the 

major protagonists in the political competition have announced their guiding 

ideologies and their election manifestos to offer voters their chosen form of 

government as well as their pledges, promises, potential policies and 

programmes that will be realized if they are voted to power on May 23, 2010. 

Thus, it is highly expected that voting on that historic polling day to come will 

be based on and guided by informed consent and that the government midwife 

through this election will hopefully secure and enjoy the full legitimacy and 

public trust that it desperately needs most. Yes, the day when over 30 million 

eligible voters will peacefully cast their ballots is approaching soon; only three 

days are left for the polling stations and the ballot boxes to be wide open to the 

voting public. 

While we prepare ourselves for casting our ballots on May 23, 2010, we need to 

reflect upon a few salient points about elections and their relevance for 

democracy and for our own future. Undoubtedly, free and fair elections are the 



cornerstone of every democracy and the primary mechanism for exercising the 

principle of sovereignty of the people. Through such elections, citizens 

participate in the governance of their country by choosing those who govern in 

the quest for development. By their choices, the citizens confer legitimacy and 

authority on those who govern, making it easy for them to mobilize public 

support and cooperation for the implementation of development programmes. 

Free, fair and credible elections are therefore a crucial requirement for good 

governance in any democracy. And, elections can be considered as “free” if 

conducted in the absence of significant pressure, intimidation or violence on 

voters and labeled “fair” when all candidates are basically treated on a non-

discriminatory basis. Such an election can also be considered credible and 

acceptable to all parties involved in the electioneering exercise. 

The selection of political leaders by the people is the very basis of democratic 

governance. In most democracies today, popular political participation is 

confined to this selection of leaders on election–day every few years. Elections 

and democracy are like two wheels of a cart. If you remove one wheel the 

vehicle cannot move forward. Democratic rule is inconceivable without 

elections.  

In essence, elections and democracy are about sharing and cheeking political 

power and control. I would argue that the better the system of checks and 

balances functions, the better the quality  of democracy in a specific country . 

In most democracies today, the division of power is not limited to the classical 

separation between the three traditional powers …. the legislative, the 

executive and the judiciary. In addition to what political scientists have termed 

horizontal division of power (the separation of the parliament, the government 

and the courts), what may be termed a vertical division of power is important . 

This refers to the splitting up of power between the central government and the 

different units of local autonomy  



The most advanced system of political decentralization is federalism. While I 

have heard many arguments for and against this model, it is undisputed that a 

federal set-up enhances the system of checks and balances which is so vital for 

democratic governance.  

While on the one hand democracy is inconceivable without elections, political 

elections alone are no guarantee for democratic governance. Put differently, one 

cannot be a democrat without supporting elections, but one can very well 

conduct elections without being a democrat. Yes, democracy requires a critical 

mass of sincere democrats in political leadership and elsewhere; democracy 

cannot take root or function properly without them. 

 In many parts of the world democratically elected governments ignore 

constitutional limits and deprive the people of basic human rights and 

freedoms. In his book the Future of Freedom, Illiberal Democracy, the U.S-

American journalist Fareed Zakaria enumerates a long list of what he terms 

“elected autocrats”. He writes that “over the past decade, elected governments 

claiming to represent the people have steadily encroached on the powers and 

the rights of other elements of society” 

Despite huge and ever increasing sections of the political elite subscribing to 

glowing statements about democracy that they haven‟t yet fully embraced and 

internalized and free and fair elections that they have never held successfully 

before,  in many so-called emerging or “transition” democracies, democratic 

elections have not brought about the desired outcome, and in most cases, they 

have resulted  in chaos and lawlessness, and not stable and democratic 

governments.  

In Sri Lanka in the 1950s, as in Yugoslavia and the Caucasus in the 

1980s, political elites pandered to ethnic nationalism of the dominant group to 

bolster their electoral prospects. Eventually, the antagonisms they had 

instigated between the majority and minority became uncontrollable and their 

countries collapsed in ethnic violence and civil war. In these cases, democracy 



was not a panacea but a disaster. This is why the democracy we see around 

the world today often has a distinctly ugly face.  

 In 1985 the Sudanese overthrew a military regime and replaced it with a 

new government, which the following year held free and fair elections. Sudan‟s 

newly elected democracy led immediately to anarchy, which in turn led to the 

most brutal tyranny in Sudan‟s post-colonial history: a military regime that 

broadened the scope of executions, persecuted women, starved non-Muslims to 

death, sold kidnapped non-Muslim children back to their parents for $200, and 

made Khartoum the terrorism capital of the Arab World, replacing Beirut 

[Robert D. Kaplan: 1997]. In Sudan, at the time, only 27 percent of the 

population (and only 12 percent of the women) could read. If a society is not in 

reasonable health, democracy can be not only risky but disastrous [Kaplan: 

Ibid].         

As an unemployed Tunisian student was quoted as to have once quipped, “In 

Tunisia we have a 25% unemployment rate. If you hold elections in such 

circumstances, the result will be a fundamentalist government and violence 

like in Algeria. First create an economy, then, worry about elections.” There are 

many differences between Tunisia and its neighbor Algeria, including the fact 

that Tunisia has been peaceful without democracy and Algeria erupted in 

violence in 1992 after its first election went awry and the military cancelled the 

second. In Kurdistan and Afghanistan, two fragile backward societies in which 

the United States encouraged versions of democracy in the 1990s, the security 

vacuum that followed the failed attempts at institutionalizing pluralism were 

filled by Sadam Hussein for a time in Kurdistan and by Islamic tyranny in 

much of Afghanistan. In Bosnia democracy legitimized the worst war crimes in 

Europe since the Nazi era. In sub-Saharan Africa democracy has weakened 

institutions and services in some states, and elections have been manipulated 

to restore dictatorship in others. In Sierra Leone and Congo-Brazzaville 

elections have led to chaos. In Mali, which Africa-watchers have christened a 

democratic success story, recent elections were boycotted by the opposition 



and were marred by killings and riots. Voter turnout was less than 20 percent. 

Even in Latin America, the Third World‟s most successful venue for democracy, 

the record is murky. Venezuela has enjoyed elected civilian governments since 

1959, whereas for most of the 1970s and 1980s Chile was effectively under 

military rule. Chile has become a stable middle – class society whose economic 

growth rate compares to those of the Pacific Rim. Democratic Colombia is a 

pageant of bloodletting, and many members of the middle class are attempting 

to leave the country. Then there is Peru, where, all the faults of the present 

regime notwithstanding, a measure of stability has been achieved by a retreat 

from democracy into quasi – authoritarianism.  

    Throughout Latin America there is anxiety that unless the middle classes 

are enlarged and institutions modernized the wave of democratization will not 

be consolidated. Even in an authentically democratic nation like Argentina, 

institutions are weak and both corruption and unemployment are high. 

President Carlos Menem‟s second term has raised questions about democracy‟s 

sustainability-- questions that the success of his first term seemed to have laid 

to rest. In Brazil and other  countries democracy  faces a backlash from 

millions of badly educated and newly urbanized dwellers in teeming slums, 

who see few palpable  benefits to Western parliamentary systems, Their 

discontent is a reason for the multifold increases in crime in many Latin  

American cities  over the past decade. 

    Because both a middle class and civil institutions are required for successful 

democracy, democratic Russia, which inherited neither from the Soviet regime, 

remains violent, unstable and miserably poor despite its 99 percent literacy 

rate. Under its authoritarian system China has dramatically improved the 

quality of life for hundreds of millions of its people. The point, hard as it may 

be for many to accept, is that Russia may be failing in part because it is a 

democracy and China may be succeeding in part because it is not. 



       The social and economic breakdowns under democratic rule in Albania 

and Bulgaria, where the tradition of pre-communist bourgeois life is weak or 

non-existent (as in China), contrasted with more successful democratic venues 

like Hungary and the Czech Republic which have had well-established 

bourgeoisie, constitute further proof that   our belief in democracy regardless of 

local conditions amounts to cultural hubris . 

     Look at Haiti, a small country only ninety minutes by air from Miami, where 

22,000 American soldiers were dispatched in 1994 to restore “democracy”. Five 

percent of eligible Haitian voters participated in an election in April of the same 

year: chronic instability wreaked the nation, famine continues to kill thousands 

upon thousands even today. What has befallen Haitians since the recent 

devastating earthquake is beyond one‟s imaginations. Those who think that 

America can establish democracy the world over should heed the words of the 

late American theologian and political philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr: 

 The same strength which has extended our power beyond a continent 

has also--- brought us into our a vast web of history in which other 

wills, running in oblique or contrasting directions to our own inevitably 

hinder or contradict what we most fervently desire . We cannot simply 

have our way, not even when we believe our way to have the “happiness 

of mankind” as its promise.    

The lesson to draw is not that dictatorship is good and democracy bad but that 

democracy emerges successfully only as a capstone to other social and 

economic achievements. In his  “Author„s  Introduction” to Democracy in 

America, Tocqueville showed how democracy evolved in  the West not through 

the kind of moral fiat Americans are trying to impose  throughout the world but 

as an organic outgrowth of development. 

Too often democracy has been presented as a sort of civilizing gift from the 

West to the developing world which would ensure them peace, prosperity and 

freedom. Enforce free and fair elections, and authoritarian regimes would be 



overthrown, belligerency would be abandoned and a spirit of rationalism and 

conciliation would draw even the most fractious states together. But, does it? It 

doesn‟t and it hasn‟t. Democracy, like any other political system is ultimately 

about power. And for those with power it becomes a means of retaining their 

position. As Daniel Kaufmann succinctly stated a couple of years ago: 

“History has shown that even those who rose to power with good 

intentions soon became corrupt. They took advantage of their position to 

enrich themselves and their family and friends. Then in order to protect 

their wealth and power, they silenced those who threatened their 

authority. As one injustice led to another, and as their friends became 

fewer, they grew increasingly paranoid and oppressive. They desperately 

clung to power in fear that if they lost control then they might also lose 

their fortunes, their freedom, and possibly even their lives.” [Daniel 

Kaufmann: The Rise of Modern Democracy, 2008]. 

 Finally, it is a fallacy to assume that a democratic society can be 

established by decree or with guns and canons. Democratization of 

undemocratic societies is a highly complex social, political and cultural 

process. For democracy to blossom, certain elements are indispensable. Among 

these are pluralism, economic development, the evolution of an educated 

middle class and a democratic political culture/a tolerant and non-violent 

society, the emancipation of women, the independence of the judiciary and the 

presence of an independent and responsible media. In summary, the 

modernization of society is a prerequisite for democratization. 

 Therefore if foreign governments truly wish to promote democracy in 

foreign lands (and not their own imperial ambitions) they should first focus 

there sincere efforts on modernizing said societies. Otherwise, if they continue  

the bellicose strategy of forcing democracy on the peoples with the barrel of the 

gun (as America and its NATO allies are trying to do so in Iraq, Afghanistan 

and in many other developing countries today), they might be up for a big and 



unpleasant surprise: if given the chance to express themselves in free elections 

the people might and up electing the likes of Osama bin Laden and similar 

other terrorists into government. Let us not  forget the fact that even Hitler  

and Mussolini were overwhelmingly voted to power through democracy. 

 

 


