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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine under which circumstances autocracy is not so malignant 

and promotes economic development. Furthermore, whether in some countries and circumstances 

autocracy is a superior model of development than democracy. Rwanda, Ethiopia, and Botswana 

are three countries in Africa that have all at some point been characterised as “miracle countries” 

due to their growth and human development indicators. High growth rates of these indicators have 

been achieved both in autocratic Rwanda and Ethiopia as well as democratic Botswana. The 

research finds that autocracy can be a superior model of development if a country is led by strong 

visionary leaders with a developmental mindset and a powerful selectorate, such as in Rwanda and 

Ethiopia. The developmental mindset is measured by how much the country is focused on long 

term productivity growth to bring about economic development. Visionary political leaders need 

to have context specific abilities and virtue to make them succeed. The selectorate needs to be 

powerful enough to motivate better policymaking in the absence of elections. Furthermore, in 

countries where ethnicity is politicized, and national unity is weak, such as in Rwanda and 

Ethiopia, autocracy works as a superior model to stabilize the tensions. In Botswana, the country 

is dominated by one ethnic group and there is strong national unity, which is why democracy isn´t 

destabilizing. In Rwanda and Ethiopia, the government intervenes more in the economy, as 

economic indicators are its primary source of legitimacy. Botswana is the opposite, a liberal 

democracy with regular elections. The government intervenes less in the economy, but due to 

dependence on the mining sector, the last elections showed growing dissatisfaction among urban 

voters. Governments in Rwanda and Ethiopia need to orchestrate the economy more because of 

the absence of an electorate. In Botswana, the electorate keeps the government accountable and 

there is less intervention in the economy.  

 

Keywords: Autocracy, economic development, Africa 
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INTRODUCTION 

Africa has been a testing ground for political engineering in recent history. Different Western 

organizations have actively promoted electoral democracy to African leaders ever since 

decolonisation. Official development aid (ODA) issued by international donors has been a 

controversial incentive for many countries to follow the democracy path. In practical terms 

democracy is associated with free and fair elections, accountability of institutions and politicans, 

free entry into politics, and the rule of law that applies equally to all citizens as well as public 

officials. A lot of reseach correlates democracy and economic development, by claiming that 

inclusive institutions are the cornerstone of development (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012).  

Likewise, there has  been a lot of influential research around the effectiveness of foreign aid and 

its impact on democratic institutions and development. (Burnside and Dollar 2000) However, the 

amounts of aid that OECD donors have poured into African countries hasn´t produced much 

development nor a  democratic continent. There are still only a handful of democracies in Africa. 

The western assumption that democracy is conducive to development has therefore not gone 

uncontested.  

 

China is a prominent example of a state led growth model. It is a well-known success story how 

Chinese government´s development reforms lifted millions of people out of poverty. The real GNP 

grew at an average annual rate of nearly 10 percent since the beginning of the reforms in the late 

1970s on to the 1990s. This is an achievement unmatched by any other country for that period. 

(Hu and Khan 1996) The Communist Party has never made any efforts or progress towards western 

type democratization although it calls its authoritarian political regime “democracy with Chinese 

characteristics”. China is somewhat of an antithesis to Friedman´s (1962) and Lipset´s (1959) 

theory that as a country grows wealthier it will sustain democracy. China is the world´s second 

largest economy in terms of GDP, but it is not considered a wealthy country in terms of GDP per 

capita, which is still low at $8,123.181 (USD), making it the 77th richest country in the world. 

(World Bank 2016) It is still an impressive growth considering that 20 years ago its GDP per capita 

was $709.414 (USD) But still its leaders have no intention of democratizing the state according to 

Western ideas. In February 2018, the Communist Party proposed to delete the paragraph from the 

constitution, which sets limits to the president´s term in office. This allows current president Xi 

Jinping to stay in power indefinitely, instead of only two consecutive five-year terms. The 
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reasoning could be that if a leader is good at making reforms and developing the country, why 

should he step down in the middle of it?  

 

China´s influence and reputation as a developmental role model in Africa is growing. In the last 

two decades, China has risen from being a small investor in the continent to becoming Africa’s 

largest economic partner. Africa–China trade has been growing at approximately 20 percent per 

year, while foreign direct investment has grown 40 percent annually. (Jayaram et al 2017) 

Differently from OECD donors, China doesn´t demand political conditionality in exchange for 

aid. The principle is also laid out in the official Chinese government’s 2014 White Paper on 

Foreign Aid, which explains that “when providing foreign assistance, China adheres to the 

principles of not imposing any political conditions, not interfering in the internal affairs of the 

recipient countries and fully respecting their right to independently choose their own paths and 

models of development.” (State Council 2014) The only condition that remains is that the recipient 

country can’t recognize Taiwan.  

 

This has placed a lot of power into African leaders´ hands to build up their economies with the 

help of Chinese investments and by ruling their states on their own terms. This approach has 

attracted a lot of criticism, claiming that China´s “lower rates and fewer questions” strategy is 

nondemocratic in origin and non-transparent in practice, its effect is to stifle real progress while 

hurting average citizens. There is a widespread belief that Chinese influence will create a more 

corrupt and authoritarian continent (Naim 2007) Hence if African leaders are free to choose their 

regimes then would autocracy, that is the absence of regular contest for leadership (Besley and 

Kodamutsu 2007) be a better fit for certain countries? The supportive argument being that 

autocracy allows leaders to focus on economic development and keep countries away from 

destabilizing ethnic and political tensions. China and Singapore being the lead examples of this, 

but also smaller East-Asian economies, who had roughly the same economic starting point as 

African countries but grew more rapidly without democratic governance. But it´s important to find 

out what is crucial for countries to be successful autocracies and ensure economic and human 

development? As there are many examples of badly governed autocratic regimes, which have kept 

countries poor and severely underdeveloped such as Zimbabwe or the Democratic Republic of 

Congo. And on the other side, if countries adopt democracy and allow the freedom to vote, what 

happens if countries are heavily polarized along ethnic lines and democracy leads to instability 

and ethnic violence instead? 
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This central question, under what conditions autocracy may be better for economic development, 

will be analysed in this thesis through comparative case studies of three African countries – 

Rwanda, Botswana, and Ethiopia. Rwanda and Ethiopia are classified as “developmental 

authoritarianism” for providing significant public works and services while asserting control over 

every facet of society. (Matfess 2015) They are among the fastest growing African countries, and 

their leadership is credited for lifting people out of extreme poverty and stabilizing their countries 

after devastating civil wars. Rwanda however is more stable than Ethiopia, which is currently in a 

state of emergency due to popular uprising. Botswana on the other hand is Africa´s longest 

standing democracy and often referred to as “the miracle of Africa,” even though it has been run 

by one party since independence and is struggling with one of the highest unemployment rates on 

the continent. 

 

The structure of the thesis is as follows. Chapter 1 gives an overview of the theories concerning 

political regime type and economic development. The chapter will also introduce the main 

hypotheses based on the theories. Chapter 2 will introduce the main case studies and their 

backgrounds. Chapter 3 and 4 will test the hypotheses based on the case studies. The final chapter 

will provide conclusions and propositions for future research. 

 

  



8 
 

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

To answer the question, whether autocracy or democracy is better for economic development, two 

things need to be considered. First, to briefly introduce what is needed for successful development. 

Secondly to introduce what role political regimes play in influencing economic development. Then 

it is possible to introduce the two schools of thought - on the one hand how does democracy 

promote economic development, and on the other hand how does it interfere with it, so that 

autocracy with certain characteristics becomes a better choice.  

 

Classic indicators of economic performance, such as GDP and income per capita, benefit from 

productivity growth.  Low total factor productivity is one of the key reasons developing countries 

remain poor. (Altenburg 2010) Moving resources from lower productivity to higher productivity 

sectors is often the key driver of growth. (Lewis 1954) Raising agricultural productivity by means 

of industrialisation and increasing the share of the labour force in manufacturing, are known 

methods of pushing countries towards rapid growth. At the same time, adequate education, 

healthcare services, employment, income equality, and livable environment are important 

indicators of human development. Countries could show impressive growth without much human 

development. Economic development by definition is a process by which low income national 

economies are transformed into modern industrial economies. Development is thought to occur as 

per capita incomes rise. (Myint and Krueger 2016) Successful development in this thesis is 

considered as one where both economic indicators and human development indicators are 

growing. States need to be productive to bring about this successful development. Productivity is 

considered to be driven by four components: innovation, education, effective allocation of 

resources for production in various sectors, and infrastructure, both physical and intangible. 

(Young et al 2016) 

 

Political bodies are facilitators, between the people and the regulated economic activities. (Laffont 

1999) Governments set economic policies which determine how development is achieved and 

spread. The degree to which the government interferes with the economy is different from  state 

to state. There are liberal market-driven mechanisms and state-led interventionist policies. In 

liberal market economies, states have a small role to play in directing economic activities and 

raising productivity. In interventionist economies, states play a bigger role in determining the 

course of the economy. 
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In liberal economies, governments set policies that are competition and innovation promoting. 

Competition needs to be free and fair, with no intervention. Economic liberalism prospers under 

democratic institutions, because innovation and competition are uncontrollable. They involve 

creative destruction and replacing the old with the new. Tehnological innovation then creates 

productivity growth, which makes societies prosperous. But it also infringes on those working 

with the old technologies, who might want to restrain such innovations. (Acemoglu and Robinson 

2012) Democractic systems value individual and entrepreneurial freedom and there is no place for 

such restraints. Governments must also ensure that the wealth generated by the private sector 

would then be redistributed, to maintain individual and state development. In democracy, the 

electorate holds governments accountable for this redistribution by voting mechanisms, free press 

and freedom of association.  

 

In interventionist economies producivity growth is achieved through industrial policy, whereby 

governments accelerate structural change towards chosen industries and higher value added 

activities. This demands long term planning, large scale investments into infrastructure and 

government oriented preferrence mechanisms. One widespread belief is that government 

intervention most often leads to rent-seeking (Kruger 1974) which creates opportunities to seek 

private benefits at the expense of social welfare (Wadho and Ayaz 2015) This means that the 

preferrence mechanism at work ensures only private gains for the agents, while not spreading the 

wealth in society. However, successful industrial policy is associated with effective governments, 

who have high administrative capacity and high quality technocrats who conduct economic policy, 

which leads to individual and aggregate well-being. Many examples of successful state led growth 

come from authoritarian regimes, such as China, Singapore, and early South Korea. Because it is 

a top down approach, where the government sets the direction, it values technocratic 

decisionmaking over democracy. In such authoritarian regimes economic development indicators 

ensure government legitimacy instead of  elections  

 

In conclusion, democratic regimes value competition and innovation in the private sector, without 

much interference from the government. The role of the government is to ensure wealth 

redistribution, and they are held accountable for this through regular elections. Autocratic regimes 

value a top down approach, whereby the government is closely linked to the private sector and 

directs the course of the economy. The economic indicators give legitimacy to the government. 

Both approaches thereby can lead to high economic development but both carry risks. Democracy 

promotes competition and opposition, but what if those actions direct states away from focusing 
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on broader development. Autocracy lacks checks and balances on the executive, but what if these 

leaders are despotic and deprive the country of development.  

1.1. Democracy and economic development 

The economists´ arguments in favour of the positive correlation between democracy and 

development claim that with more economic freedom, political freedom follows and vice versa. 

Political freedom, which is the absence of coercion of a man by his fellow man (Friedman 1962) 

ensures a more sustainable market economy. The preconditions for economic development are the 

rule of law and sufficient property rights, which ensure investment and entrepreneurial freedom. 

Then, as more wealth accumulates and the middle class grows, people will want to be more 

included in policymaking. Hence, economic power should be kept separate from political power 

to serve as a check and a counter to political power. (Ibid.) 

 

Democracy advocates also emphasize the freedom of thought and warn of individual power 

grasping, which is believed to be ineffective in the long-term, as knowledge of society is dispersed 

and no individual could have enough information to successfuly plan for the entire society. (Hayek 

1945) Amartya Sen (1999) made the linkage that famines have never taken place in democracies 

but only in colonial territories, one party states and military dictatorships. This is because 

authoritarian rulers lack the incentive to take timely measures to prevent famines as they 

themselves are rarely affected. He further claims that „political and civil rights give people the 

opportunity to draw attention forcefully to general needs, and to demand appropriate public 

action“. (1999:150)  

 

Furthermore, it is believed that democracies survive external economic shocks better than 

autocracies, because autocracies can´t cope with instability. There´s no doubt that authoritarian 

China grows faster than democratic India, which allegedly shows the inferiority of the latter 

system. But if there is a massive shock in China or India, the likelihood of the Indian system 

remaining stable is reasonably high, which would not be the case for Chinese leadership. 

(Bremmer 2014) Furthermore, when authoritarian leaders start loosing power, it´s much more 

painful than a transfer  of power in democracies.  
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The rule of law, which is prerequisite for economic freedom and growth, is one of the biggest 

political deficits in developing countries. Mainly because some of the most difficult institutions to 

construct are legal ones. (Fukuyama 2011) This is why Western organisations have put much effort 

into institution building in African countries. When there are hardly any constitutional restrictions 

on the executive leader´s power, then there is no certainty that these despots will create policies 

that will serve the majority of the population. When each person has a vote, then they can show 

their mistrust and discontent in regular intervals. There needs to be a mechanism in place, which 

holds politicians accountable and the citizens safe.  

 

To conclude this section, democratic systems value the rule of law, which holds governments 

accountable. These systems honour civil and political rights, which ensure that everyone can 

oppose the political leadership if they are not satisfied. Only through competitive elections can the 

people ensure that governments deliver economic development. Government interference leads to 

growth-impinging rent-seeking by the private sector, which is kept under control by transparency 

and the rule of law in democracies.  

1.2. Developmental states and economic development 

The counter argument is that in order to achieve economic growth and social stability civil and 

political rights need to be limited, as they can be a hindrance to development. And that economic 

development indicators could themselves give legitimacy to the government instead of the 

electorate. This however means that governments need to be development oriented.  

 

The notion of developmental states or hard states was first conceptionalized by Chalmers Johnson 

(1982) in his analysis of the role of state bureaucracy in the Japanese economic system. 

Developmental states are characterized by extensive state intervention, where the government´s 

main aim is economic growth and it will take any measure to achieve that goal. Chalmers was 

most interested in the role that economic buraucracy plays in state led development and in the 

Japanese case it was the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) that he saw as an 

instrumental player. Economic bureaucrats in Japan created priority production policies in the light 

of „industrial rationalization“ to steer the country back to growth. The bureaucrats were allowed 

to work and set long term policies without any political interference. Japan however developed 

into a one party democracy.  
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Economic and political stability is crucial to plan for the long term. This is why developmental 

states are also characterized by one-party non-democratic governments that don´t tolerate 

disruption of the ruling process. For economic development to happen investments into focused 

areas are needed. Sometimes these instruments are not beneficial to the majority in the short-term 

and thereby would not survive a popular vote.  As Vaman Rao (1984) so cleverly highlights, no 

political party will win a democratic election on a platform of current sacrifices for a bright future. 

Moyo (2018) critizises politicians´ short term orientation by claiming that there a disconnect 

between political and economic cycles which brings about widening fiscal deficits. When the 

normal economic cycle lasts around 6 years then the average tenure of G20 political leaders is 

around 4 years. „Focused on winning the next election, politicians often implement policies that 

will bring short-term rewards, even at the cost of long-term growth or stability.“ (Ibid.) In 

democracies this could be fixed by longer term times, which however is threatened by 

„incompetent and otherwise problematic leaders to remain in power for longer.“ (Ibid.) This would 

have to be followed by another reform of „changing the eligibility requirements for would-be 

policymakers, with an eye to securing leaders who have experience not just running for office, but 

also handling real-world challenges.“ (Ibid.) 

 

Pro-autocracy argument claims that as governments have eliminated opposition, they can focus 

more  on the economy, and a state autonomy which is free from private influence can ensure long 

term stable planning. Przevorski and Limongi’s (1993) influential research concluded that there is 

little hard evidence to support whether democracy or autocracy is better for growth. They only 

highlighted that politics influence policies which affect economic growth, hence politics matter. 

Secondly, they brought out that state autonomy might be one influential factor that impacts growth, 

by emphasizing that “autonomous state must be both effective at what it wants to do and insulated 

from pressures to do what it does not want to do.” (1993:65) 

 

However, not all autocratic governments lead countries to high economic development. Atul Kohli 

(2004) did a comparative study on South-Korea, Brazil and India to find out what led the countries 

to different paths of development. He claims that South-Korea was the most successful example 

of the three, because it was a type of „cohesive capitalist state.“ This state is described by having 

a concentrated authority at the top orchestrating development efforts. There is also support from a 

strictly capitalist base, who interacts intensely with the state. State power is notably present in rural 

areas and peripheries, central authority makes sure that local influencers carry on the central 

ideology. Nationalistic ideology and restrictions on political participation ensure that the state 
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remains stable from the inside. The efficiency of highly competent bureaucrats is another 

important feature Kohli highlights, along with an educated and motivated workforce, that play a 

crucial role in successful industrialization. The elites and the state form a „production-oriented 

alliance“ which is essential for development. He brings a counter-example in „neo-patrimonial 

states“ where economic and political spheres are blurred and economic development serves more 

private interest then public. The bureaucracy is also weak as its hard to follow both private and 

public lines of command and this fertilizes corruption. The third type of developmental state in 

Kohli´s analysis is a „fragmented multi-class state“ which is characterized by class struggles. The 

state leadership has a hard time setting priorities and planning policy, due to conflicting interests 

and no framework to solve them. There are too many goals to achieve and too many viewpoints to 

account for, which is a hindrance to growth.  

 

Most often the counter-argument to state-led development is the issue with human rights, mainly 

with civic and political rights. In Africa, many argue that the need for economic growth and 

political stability outweigh in the short term, the need to comply with international human rights 

law (Cook and Sarkin 2010) This is supposedly so because in developmental states economic and 

political improvements are often predecessors to advancements in human rights. (Howard 1983) 

South-Korean development during Japanese colonialism is one example of this. The creation of 

labour unions was prohibited and there were no laws to regulate the workplace and protect 

workers. (Kohli 2004) The state and property owners collaborated in colonial Korea to control the 

labouring classes. This created a capacity to hold wage increases below productivity gains to 

facilitate investment and growth. (Ibid.) But what ensures that the sovereign doesn´t go too far 

with violating human rights? During its inter-dynastic periods in the past two millennia, “China 

was able to create a modern state which was not restrained by the rule of law or by institutions of 

accountability to limit the power of the sovereign. The only accountability in the Chinese system 

was moral.” (Fukuyama, 2011: 150)  

 

As previously mentioned, in democratic systems property rights ensure economic growth, and 

legal frameworks make sure the sovereign cannot be above the rule of law. For economic growth 

to occur, the government must not merely establish a set of rights but be credibly committed to 

them. (North 1989) However, in China the Communist Party is sovereign over the constitution and 

has still ensured such high inclusive growth without checks and balances. The next section will 

discuss why this is so. 
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1.3. Political leadership in autocracies 

When comparing growth rates between autocracies and democracies, one thing always emerges, 

which is that variance of growth is higher under autocracy than in democracy. (Weede 1996; 

Easterly 2011) One reason for this could be that leaders don´t matter that much in democracies, 

because of the constraints which are put on both good and bad leaders. However, in autocracies 

leaders can produce either very good or very bad results, as there are no checks and balances on 

leadership. Growth rates hence depend on their organizational abilities and surrounding 

circumstances, (Easterly 2011) and whether the autocrats are interested in future growth or 

immediate extraction. (Olson 2000)  

 

Besley and Kudamutsu (2007) argue that autocratic governments work best when the power of the 

"selectorate" or bureaucrats and technocrats, does not depend on the existing leader remaining in 

power. Thereby most importance should be given to the role of the institutions that organize the 

accountability of the leaders in the absence of elections. If these bureaucrats and technocrats grip 

on power is suficiently strong they will discipline leaders towards the general interest and growth 

enhancing policy choices. When their grip on power is dependent on the leader´s survival and 

compensation, they will not have any incentive for better policymaking. In this sense the authors 

find that democracy works better as there is large contest for power, that always motivates better 

policymaking. Second best is successful autocracy, that has an effective, hard-to-bribe selectorate. 

The worst cases are polarized democracies, that do not reward good general interest policies, and 

bad autocracies where leaders are able to hold on to power regardless of their performance. 

 

In developmental states, economic growth and stability are the main considerations for the state 

leaders. As Atul Kohli´s analysis also brings out that not all developmental states have visionary 

leadership and a growth-oriented mindset. South-Korea before 1945 and Nigeria were both non-

democracies but had very different growth models. The Tracking Development project (Berendsen 

et al 2013) also researched the question why Sub-Saharan countries have not prospered in post-

independence period while Southeast Asian countries have. This research used a method of paired 

comparison between selected country pairs in Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia. The key 

findings showed that all or nearly all the differences can be explained by three policy features: 

macroeconomic stability; pro-poor public spending and economic freedom for peasants and small 

entrepreneurs (Booth 2013) This finding contradicts prevailing diagnosis for the last 30 years of 

Africa´s lagging performance – “that the primary problem is institutional and its ultimate cause 
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bad governance.” (Ibid, 500:2013) The authors of the research affirm that more interventionist or 

developmental states are required in economies of transformation. This is precisely what was 

lacking in African countries, where international institutions had prescribed neo-liberal policies as 

part of the 1980-s structural adjustment programmes (SAP). The authors of the research had 

observed the lack of evidence-based contributions to this argument as “realistic perspective on the 

politics of developmental governance in Africa has been the Achilles´ heel of the opposition to 

neo-liberal economics ever since the earliest debates in the 1980-s.” (Ibid, 502:2013) 

 

 For example, one of the country pairs analysed were Indonesia and Nigeria. The research 

concluded that one of the instrumental differences was the quality of human agency in economic 

policymaking. (Tirtosudarno 2013) There was a large difference between the two countries´ 

economist-technocrats in supervising the implementation of development plans. According to 

research it was more difficult to implement plans in decentralized Nigeria, which had adopted 

federalism in 1960 and had severe contest between different states and power centres. While, 

Indonesia, which was a unitary state since 1950, was more centralized and the technocrats were 

more able to carry out economic planning. (Ibid.) Nigerian technocrats failed to convince the 

military leaders to hand over economic matters to them. In Indonesia there was a successful 

division of labour between the technocrats, known as the “Berkley mafia,” who oversaw economic 

policy, and the military who controlled politics. And in the centre overlooking this division was 

the autocratic leader Suharto, who governed the country for a long time and made sure there was 

a suitable political environment where technocrats can play their role. 

 

There was bribery and rent-seeking in both countries, but the key was coordination and ensuring 

that these bribes would flow upwards, so they could be used for long-term economic planning. 

The opposite is decentralised planning, where the political leadership is weak, and each competing 

agent will try to extract maximum revenue for individual interest. (Kelsall 2013; MacIntyre 2000) 

Furthermore, top down approach ensures that rent-creation and distribution is aligned with national 

development goals, while when clientelist systems are bottom up the governments are instead 

captured by private interest. (Khan 2000) 

 

In conclusion the recipe for high growth under autocratic regimes, must include educated 

economic technocrats, and strong centralised political leadership. The economic technocrats 

ensure that macroeconomic policy follows long term growth, while strong political leadership 

ensures centralised and upward moving rent-management that is aligned with national 
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development goals. Furthermore, the selectorate should not depend on political leader´s power and 

the selectorate needs to be powerful enough to replace the leader if they want to. The next section 

will discuss what qualities should successful political leaders have and how are they selected in 

the absence of elections.  

 

1.3.1. Political meritocracy and the China model  

 

China has successfully established “a free market capitalism under the umbrella of an authoritarian 

one-party state that emphasizes political stability above all else (Bell, 2015:179) The Chinese 

regime is based on “political meritocracy” which is the idea that a political system is designed with 

the aim of selecting political leaders with above average ability to make morally informed political 

judgments. That is, political meritocracy has two key components: the political leaders have above 

average ability and virtue; and the selection mechanism is designed to choose such leaders. (Bell 

2015) Political meritocracy is also exercised in Singapore. Singapore´s leaders argue that a small 

country with limited resources should be led by the best talent. In China, after the devastating 

Cultural Revolution, it was decided that leaders need to have high quality expertise rather than 

revolutionary energy. (Ibid.)  But what abilities and virtues should matter for political leaders?  

 

In China  and Singapore intellectual ability is valued the most. This ability is easiest to test and 

measure. Aspiring party members are sent to the best universities abroad and are highly educated 

with above average test results. Second important ability, according to Bell is the posession of 

social skills. The ability to work with other talent, persuade, communicate and empathize with 

others. This is slightly more complex to test. But the most difficult aspect to test and measure is 

virtue. But virtue is the key component of political leadership, as mere intellectual ability and 

social skills could lead a sociopath to power. Political leaders should want to serve and benefit the 

people and they need to have high morale. Max Weber (as cited in Bell, 2015) distinguished three 

sources of authority – traditional, charismatic and legal. The charismatic leader, most relevant in 

meritocracy, is someone people obey because they believe in him. He should be passionate, 

devoted to a cause, with a feeling of responsibility and a sense of proportion. This leader should 

live for politics and not off politics, meaning that politics should not be viewed as a source of 

income.  
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In China selection mechanism starts very early on, as candidates are observed and peer-reviewed 

for virtue and abilities for many years. Aspiring party members need to go through 

ultracompetitive public service examinations, then gain decades of training and work experience 

in various parts of the country. Officials who make it through first levels of examinations are 

appointed to low ranking offices in a region different from which they grew up. This point supports 

Kohli´s argument that central authority has to ensure penetration in all areas of the country. From 

these low ranking offices the bureaucrats start to move up the party ladder. They are often sent to 

high ranking universities abroad to learn and they will continue to learn throughout their careers. 

This sort of approach is rooted in Confucian ideology, which is the founding philosophy in Chinese 

state building. All candidates for China´s highest decision making body, the Standing Committee 

of the Party, have served at least twice as a party secretary of a Chinese province. This demands 

high level managerial skills, as a typical Chinese province is the size of four European states. 

(Weiwei, 2012)  

 

When looking at this form of extensive training and selection of bureaucrats and party members it 

shows how much the Chinese state puts emphasis on the quality of public administration. One of 

the reasons behind this meticulous selection mechanism is the legitimacy aspect of state power. 

When there is no mandate of the people, the state must ensure its stability by other means. 

Governments need to gain trust of the people and this is mainly done through showing stunning 

economic growth. Meritocratically selected leaders need to take the long view beyond next 

electoral cycle and provide more benefits for the disadvantaged and middle class to tackle 

inequality. Chinese public officials´ performance is constantly evaluated. Metrics include regional 

economic growth, poverty reduction, environmental protection etc. Those officials who do well 

will receive bonuses, while those who don´t will get their wages decreased. (Bell 2015)  

 

The China model is unique as it consists of other two pillars, besides meritocracy at the top.  These 

are democracy at the bottom and experimentation in the middle. Democracy at the bottom means 

that there is self-governance in villages and there are competitive elections to choose governing 

committee members. Direct village elections were introcuded in 1982 in a new consitution which 

contained a clause „defining the village committee and residents’ committee as self- governing 

organizations of the masses in rural and urban areas, respectively, including the provision that 

officeholders should be selected by election. „ (Bell, 2015: 181) It can be claimed that democracy 

works best at the local level where people feel more connected to the community and feel that they 

have more at stake and more direct influence in decision making. The experimentation part of the 
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China model takes place between local and central levels of government. The central government 

tests what works in the local level before introducing policies in the national level across the 

country. This highlights the effective central control and efficient coordination that the CCP has 

achieved.  

 

Bell concludes that leadership is heavily context specific. Chinese type of state building demands 

very unique characteristics and might not be replicable by many other countries. This is only a 

workable model in large and diverse countries that are committed to peaceful form of social and 

economic modernization under the guidance of meritocratically selected leaders and a governing 

organization similar to CCP. Even though its state-led growth has been effective it must be noted 

that China´s corruption index is still high, placing it on the 77th place out of 181 countries. 

(Transparency International 2017) Furthermore, China´s criminal justice system remains opaque 

and behind international standards. According to Amnesty International death penalty report 

(2016) China is the world´s top executioner of people. As the CCP´s legitimacy is so firmly linked 

to economic growth delivery, it has a deep sense of domestic insecurity. China is also still suffering 

from a serious regional inequality problem.  

 

1.4. Ethnic diversity factor in economic development 

Authoritarian governments are repressive and the thought of „government by the people, for the 

people“ is unthinkable. The justification these repressive governments give, is that domestic 

opposition is destabilizing. In Kenya, for example there are currently two presidents. The official 

national elections gave power to Uhuru Kenyatta from the Kikuyu tribe. At the same time, Raila 

Odinga from the Luo tribe inaugurated himself as the peoples´ president. This sort of partial 

democracy is posing a threat to the country´s stability. In tribally divided countries the biggest 

obstacle to political and economic stability is the fact that people belonging to one tribe have a 

hard time seeing a member from another tribe ruling the entire country. But in some countries 

visionary leaders unite the state and its competing tribes, such as in Rwanda. Tribalism is 

considered an attitude, which harbours strong loyalty to one´s tribe, while demonizing those who 

don´t belong to that group. (Notwehr 2008) Different ethnicities could also compete with each 

other, even if the roots are not tribal.  
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Singapore is an often used example in linking prevention of ethnic violence with authoritarianism. 

Singapore is highly heterogenous and before its independence in 1965 there was a lot of ethnic 

violence in the streets. By 1957, the three biggest ethnic groups were Chinese (75.4%), Malaysians 

(13.6%) and India-Pakistanis (8.6%). ( Neville 1966)  Among these groups there were also sub-

divisions into smaller communities. There was also economic differences between these groups 

and they all spoke different languages. When Lee Kuan Yew became the first prime minister he 

took many coercive steps to bring about racial harmony. One of these  was the ethnic integration 

policy, which established ethnic quotas in public housing estates. This was to ensure that the 

housing estates would reflect the racial mix of Singapore instead of letting natural groupings to 

appear. Suppiah Dhanablan, National Development Minister at the time said that by allowing races 

to regroup instead would mean going back to pre-1965 days, when there were ethnic mistrust and 

violence on the streets. (The Straits Times 1989) The same goes for voting and opposition efforts, 

the People´s Action Party never allowed any opposition to form, for the sake of stability. Thereby, 

instead of traditional checks-and-balances and multi-party democracy, Singapore chose the Asian 

form of ‘democracy’ which emphasizes a strong government with values shaped by moral 

leadership and society subordinate to national concerns. Political opposition was considered 

harmful to the state and society (Ortmann and Thompson 2014). Singapore as one of the world´s 

fastest growing economies could be seen as a role model in averting ethnic violence for the sake 

of growth. 

 

There is a view, that ethnically polarized societies are more prone to competitive rent-seeking and 

have a harder time agreeing on public goods and policies. (Easterly and Levine 1997) Power 

struggles among ethnicities in Africa after colonisation shifted the attention from development and 

are seen as one of the causes for slow growth. (Ake 1996) Also, open political competition in 

ethnically plural society can lead to ethnic outbidding, where politicians will maximise support 

from voters in their ethnic groups. This will conclude in democratic breakdown and violence. 

(Beissinger 2008) One of the counter arguments is that many Western countries are ethnically 

diverse, but still work as democracies. By referring to Huntington´s three waves of democratisation 

Beissinger (ibid.) makes a point that by the „third wave“ of democratisation, which began in the 

1970-s and involved ethnically fragmented countries in Africa, ethnicity and language had become 

a basis to claim political and social rights, and these were backed by international norms of self-

determination and minority protection. This had not been the case during the first democratizers.  

 

Its not just ethnic diversity and mobilisation that threaten democracies and stability. Rather the 
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cultural, historical and social backgrounds of ethnic groups need to be analysed to see why in some 

countries there is larger degree of ethnical violence and politization of ethnicity than in others. For 

example the two case studies in this thesis, Rwanda and Botwsana, both have similar percentages 

of ethnic division between majority and minority. However, one works as a democracy while the 

other as successful autocracy. Afterall, its not about the amount of ethnic groups, but rather do 

they all share a common national identity on top of sub-national identities. This national unity 

could be achieved by „living in urban areas, having more education, and being formally employed 

in the modern sector.“ (Robinson, 2014:711)  

 

Besides that, it matters that the political leaders wouldn´t use ethnicity as a tool to maintain power, 

which creates the notion of politizising ethnicity and further motivates violent mobilisation efforts. 

According to Kohli (2004) one of the tools used in South-Korea to bring about development, was 

nationalistic ideology that would keep state stable from the inside. Singapore and China, similarly 

ensure that national patriotism is valued more highly than individual ethnicity. It can be argued 

that African leaders lack the ability to enforce a common national ideology which is needed in 

successful developmental states. (Mkandiware 2001) National borders left behind by colonial 

powers didn´t reflect any historically grown community. Africa is the most ethnically diverse 

region in the developing world and it has the highest incidence of civil war arising from ancestral 

ethnic hatred. (Collier 2001) Furthermore, when there is ethnic based income inequality among 

the population, this leads to even more instability (Ibid.)  

 

In conclusion, successful governments are those that ensure individual and state well-being. In 

democracies, the electorate and rule of law keep governments accountable for this effort. However, 

when the electorate votes according to narrow ethnic lines then this could lead to instability and 

interfere with development efforts. In these settings it becomes the role of the government to keep 

the country stable and direct economic development. Growth will be the source of government 

legitimacy. This demands a strong political leadership and well organized bureacuracy. The 

hypotheses to test based on the theoretical framework are the following. Visionary leadership and 

effective state bureaucracy are needed to orchestrate economic development in the absence of 

electorate. Authoritarian regimes are better at averting ethnic violence and promote stability.  
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2. RWANDA, ETHIOPIA, BOTSWANA- ECONOMY, 

LEADERSHIP, ETHNICITY  

Rwanda, Ethiopia and Botswana are all examples of successful economic development, which in 

this thesis considers growth in economic and human development indicators as seen in table 1. 

Economic indicators are per capita income, gross domestic product, and productivity growth 

through aforementioned four components: innovation, education, resource allocation and 

infrastructure. Human development indicator is the HDI index which takes into account key 

dimensions of human development, such as a long and healthy life, being educated and having a 

decent standard of living. This section will briefly introduce the econonmy, leadership and ethnic 

diversity in the case studies. 

 

Rwanda and Ethiopia are low income countries with autocratic regimes, that have shown 

improvements in living standards and economic growth in the last decade. Ethiopia is one of the 

10 countries globally that has shown the largest gains in HDI and economic growth. It has also 

invested heavily into economic and social infrastructure; there is high pro-poor expenditures for 

social services; and improvements in several social indicators, including a reduction in the poverty 

headcount from 38.7 to 26 per cent between 2004-2013. (UNDP 2014) Between 1990 and 2015, 

Rwanda’s HDI value increased 103.9 percent. The life expectancy at birth increased by 31.3 years, 

mean years of schooling increased by 2.0 years and expected years of schooling increased by 5.1 

years. Rwanda’s GNI per capita increased around 90.9 percent between 1990 and 2015. (UNDP 

2016) 
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Table 1. Key indicators of case studies 

 

Sources: Freedomhouse,UNDP, IMF, Transparency International 

 

Botswana is an upper middle income country and the longest standing democracy in Africa. 

Shortly after independence in 1966 diamonds were discovered, which changed its economic status. 

Since its independence it has maintained high economic growth and regular elections. It is a stable 

country with a considerably low corruption index. Botswana, despite being a successful democracy 

still gets a lot of criticism for marginalizing minorities and allocating a lot of power into the 

president´s hands. The government deported Kenneth Good, a political science lecturer and vocal 

critic of the government in 2005, for saying that the country is ruled by a secretive elite (BBC, 

2005) Some scholars such as Przevorski (cited in Acemoglu and Robinson 2006) don´t consider 

Botswana a democracy, because even though it has free and fair elections, free entry into politics, 

and accountability of government, the Botswana Democratic Party has won every election since 

independence in 1966. Their claim is that a country can´t be democratic unless a dominant political 

party has been observed to lose power. 

 

The three case studies are all examples of noteworthy leaders. Botswana´s first president Seretse 

Khama diverted resource based wealth back to the economy instead of a small elite, as many other 

 Botswana Rwanda Ethiopia 

Freedom rating  2.5 (“Free”) 6.0 (“Not 

free”) 

6.5 (“Not free”) 

Real GDP growth (annual %) 4.8 6.8 8.5 

GNI per capita (2000/2015) ($) 9130/14,663 792/1,617 617/1,523 

HDI (2000/2015) 0.560/0.698 0.332/0.498 0.283/0.448 

Education Index (2000/2015) 0.583/0.658 0.272/0.426 0.169/0.318 

Doing Business Index/Rank (2018) 64.94/81 73.4/41 47.77/161 

Total unemployment rate (%) 18.6 2.4 5.5 

Gini coefficient  60.5 50.4 33.2 

Current government in power BDP (52y) RPF (24y) EPRDF (27y) 

Global Innovation Index/Rank (2017) 29.97/89 27.36/99 24.16/110 

Corruption Perception Index/Rank (2018) 61/34 55/48 35/107 
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African leaders have done. Ethiopian and Rwandan first leaders were instrumental players in 

stabilizing the country after devastating civil wars. President Paul Kagame and his party, Rwandan 

Patriotic Front (RPF) have been in power since 1994. The party took power after a brutal genocide 

killed over 800,000 people and started rebuilding the economy straight afterwards. In Ethiopia, the 

ruling political coalition EPRDF has been in power since 1991, when they overthrew a brutal 

military regime. The civil war that erupted under the military regime killed over a million people. 

In Rwandan case president Paul Kagame is still leading the country. In Ethiopia, the prime minister 

who was instrumental during the historical transition period was Meles Zenavi, who passed away 

in 2012. His successor Hailemariam Desalegn had a hard time gaining the same respect and offered 

his resignation after six years in post.  

 

Rwanda and Ethiopia have both struggled with ethnic violence in recent history. Rwanda has seen 

a strong divide between two ethnic groups, the majority Hutus (85%) and minority Tutsis (14%) 

(Encylopedia Britannica 2002) There has not always been violence but there has been clear class 

distinction between the two groups from early on. During the 17th century a majority of the Hutus 

worked as farmers, while the Tutsis were mostly cattle herders and there was not much integration 

between them. But as soon as the population grew and land became more scarce, friction occured, 

because cattle herding demanded more land per unit of production than farming. (Vansina 2004) 

Tutsis became the political elite and ran the country as a kingdom. 

 

Ethiopia´s ethnic tensions are considered to rise from its federal structure. (Taye 2017) Federalism 

is widely believed to harm chances for stable democracy in ethnically diverse countries. 

(Beissinger 2011) The Federal Republic of Ethiopia is governed by the Ethiopian People's 

Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) a coalition comprising of parties representing different 

regions of the country - Tigrean People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), the Amhara National 

Democratic Movement (ANDM), the Oromo People’s Democratic Organisation (OPDO) and the 

South Ethiopian People’s Democratic Front. (SEPDF) The biggest ethnic groups are Oromo, 

(35,3%) Amhara, (26,2%) Somali, (6,0%) and Tigray (5,9%) (Encylopedia Britannica 2012) 

Amhara and Tigray ethnic groups have been the most powerful and dominant ones, Amharans 

during the Ethiopian empire and Tigrayans in modern times. 

 

To understand Ethiopian ethnic struggles, one must understand the state´s federal structure, as 

most Ethiopian major conflicts take place between territorialised ethnic groups. (Taye 2017) There 
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are currently nine member states in the Federal Republic of Ethiopia based on ethic patterns as 

seen in figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. Administrative divisions of Ethiopia 
Source: Wikimedia commons 

 

The constitution of the Federal Republic of Ethiopia holds that the Republic shall be comprised of 

states and furthermore that „states shall be delimited on the basis of the settlement patterns, 

language, identity and consent of the peoples concerned.“ (Article 46 (2)) The constitution also 

allows the right to self-determination, including the right to secession for every nation, nationality 

and people in Ethiopia. (Article 39 (1)) 

 

Botswana also has different ethnic groups. Tswana (66,8%) is the majority group and the second 

biggest is Kalanga (14,8%) and also some small minorities. (Encyclopedia Britannica 2000) 

However, there have not been any violent clashes between these groups, and the Tswanas are 

considered the dominant group. 

2.1. Productivity growth in case studies 

 

To claim that the three case studies are all examples of successful development, one must look as 

how the countries have performed in productivity growth. More precisely states activities in the 

four components of productivity growth – innovation, efficiency, education and infrastructure. 

First, innvovation consists of creating new technologies and processes which can lead to the 

development of high value added activities (Young et al 2016) Rwanda has the highest global 

innovation index of the three case studies. It is considered an innovation achiever and 
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outperformer. (GII 2017) President Kagame has been called as the “digital president” for its 

national technology boosting initiatives, such as “One Laptop per Child Program.” Kagame also 

struck a deal with South Korean telecoms firm to provide 4G internet to its citizens. (Smith 2013) 

The government issued the “Vision 2020” agenda in 2000, which aimed to transform Rwanda into 

a knowledge-based economy and attain a middle-income country status by 2020.  

 

Ethiopia has the lowest innovation score among the case studies. In 1993, the country adopted the 

national Science and Technology (S&T) policy to “boost innovation activities for economic 

development through the application of science and technology.” (UNDP 2014) But the 

implementation remained weak. However, it is noted that the government focuses a lot on 

agriculture research, by shifting a considerable portion of ODA into agriculture research. Ethiopia 

also has the highest share of tertiary students in agriculture studies in the world (GII 2017) The 

agricultural sector is the key driver of growth and as the country struggles with difficult climate it 

puts a lot of emphasis on R&D and innovation in this field. Such as agricultural digital information 

systems or planting higher-yielding, drought tolerant seeds. (Gates 2012) 

 

Botswana innovation is considered as performing below its level of development. (GII 2017) In 

2005 Botswana launched the National Research, Science and Technology plan, where it set out 

priority areas for science and technology research and development. These are areas where 

Botswana has comparative advantage such as „health; the service industry; eco and cultural 

tourism; the software industry; manufacturing; mining; water; energy; agriculture; media, 

education and human resource development; housing and construction; as well as transport and 

logistics“ (CSIR 2005) All three case studies show that governments allocate attention to inovation 

policies.  

 

The second component of productivity growth is efficient allocation of resources. This is defined 

as the effectiveness and timeliness with which capital and labor are allocated across sectors. 

(Young et al 2016) Rwanda and Ethiopia have set up state owned private holding companies and 

endowment funds to invest into preferred enterprises that are deemed to have significant impact 

on development. In Rwanda the state intervenes in the country’s most critical sectors through a 

private holding company, Tri-Star Investments/CVL, which is entirely owned by the RPF. 

Throughout the 1990s Tri-Star invested into areas such as metals trading, road construction, 

housing estates, building materials, fruit processing among others. (Matfess 2015) Rwanda also 

started investing into developing its ICT and tourism sectors as they see their comparative 
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advantage there. In Ethiopia there is a similar pattern, as the law prohibits political parties to invest 

in business, there are endowment funds set up in between. So, businesses are owned by endowment 

funds, that are run by party members. The Endowment Fund for Rehabilitation of Tigray 

(EFFORT) for example was established by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front and it is one of 

the most powerful funds. EFFORT has invested into building materials, textiles, industrial 

engineering, mining, banking, trading, construction services, and livestock. (Altenburg 2010)  

 

In terms of diversifying its economy, Rwanda has shown structural movements towards more 

productive sectors. Between 2001-2010 there was substantial increase in the service sector 

contribution to GDP, from 38% to 46%. There was also a slight increase in the industry sector at 

the same time period, from 12.7% to 13.9%. The contribution of agriculture to GDP decreased 

from 43% to 35%. (Malunda 2012) Ethiopia puts a lot of emphasis on agricultural demand-led 

industrialisation, as 85% of its workforce is rural, and the vast majority is engaged in agriculture. 

Between 1961-2011 agriculture share in GDP declined from 85% to 42%. Service sector output in 

Ethiopia increased from 9% to 46.6% in the same timeframe. However, manufacturing output 

remained modest by growing from 2% to 5.2% in those years. (Kabeta and Sidhu 2016) Ethiopia 

has a lot of potential to become the “China of Africa” for its attraction as a manufacturing location. 

Low labour cost, young workforce and sufficient infrastructure have drawn the attention of many 

foreign firms. (Gelb et al 2017)  

 

Botswana is dependent on its diamond mining industry. The mining sector accounts for about 35% 

of GDP, while diamonds contribute 94% of the total mining share in GDP. Between 2006-2011 

agriculture share in GDP increased from 1.9% to 2.6%. Mining decrased from 46.1% to 34.7%. 

Manufacturing increased from 3.5% to 4.2% and services to GDP increased from 37.6% to 44.8%. 

(AfDB 2012) While there is sufficient allocation of wealth in Botswana, it has been unable to 

diversify its economy and create jobs. Unemployment is high and there are not enough skills 

matching in the non-mining sector. This has also resulted in one of the highest inequality levels in 

the world. It is estimated that non-diamond GDP has to grow at an average of 6.4% annually for 

the next 20 years to reduce the country’s unemployment rate to 5%. (Honde 2017) Education 

expenditure is among the highest in the world at 9% of GDP, but it has still not created a skilled 

workforce. To achieve economic diversification, Botswana needs to promote industrialisation by 

accelerating economic transformation from the primary diamond sector to advanced 

manufacturing and services sectors. (Ibid.) Rwanda and Ethiopia are more successful in state-led 

development of preferred sectors and diversity of the economy than Botswana.  
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Similarly to Botswana, the other two case studies invest a lot into public services such as education 

and infrastructure- the remaining two components of productivity growth. In Ethiopia, 64% of the 

government’s total budget is spent on sectors that are mainly pro-poor, such as education, health, 

agriculture, water, and roads. (Altenburg 2010) The term “pro-poor expenditure” is not used in 

Rwanda, instead the government focuses on “priority programmes” and “priority areas.” In 1998 

its budget started targeting social sectors to ensure there are means to deal with the consequences 

of the genocide. The share of the priority programme areas in the budget rose from 22% to 29% 

between 1997-1999 (Purcell et al 2006) 

 

All in all, the three case studies show that the governments are interested in inclusive and 

successful economic development, by focusing on important components of productivity growth. 

Governments of Rwanda and Ethiopia intervene more into the economy through private holding 

companies, than Botswana. Though unemployment and inequality are much higher in Botswana. 

All three countries have high public spending in areas such as education and infrastructure.  
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3. IMPORTANCE OF VISIONARY LEADERSHIP 

This section will look at what role visionary leadership and selectorate played in successful 

development of these case studies. As seen from the literature review, growth rates depend on the 

organizational abilities of leadership and contest to power leads to better policymaking. There are 

three characteristics of successful autocratic leadership that ensure development. First, selectorate 

needs to be securely in power, to ensure better policymaking in the absence of checks and balances. 

Secondly, selectorate needs to be effective, hard to bribe and powerful enough to change the leader 

if they want to. Thirdly, charismatic and meritocratically selected political leaders need to ensure 

top down and well-coordinated rent seeking, that is aligned with national development goals. 

Furthermore, political leaders need to have intellectual and social abilities and virtue. They need 

to be motivated by long term development, not immediate extraction.    

3.1. Paul Kagame in Rwanda 

Leaders of Rwanda and Ethiopia are both keen followers of the China model and East-Asian 

development policies. In 2007, Paul Kagame took a team to Singapore to study how the country 

turned itself from a regional trading post into a global business capital. There are parallels between 

Rwanda and Singapore -  both are run by strong, postcolonial governments whose democratic 

credentials are widely questioned. (Chu 2009) Paul Kagame told Der Spiegel journalist in an 

interview that “there are things I admire, for example, about South Korea or Singapore. I admire 

their history, their development and how intensively they have invested in their people and in 

technology. It was not so long ago that they were at the same level of development as we are. 

Today, they are far ahead of us. “(Kagame 2010) Following the Asian Tigers developmental states 

model, Rwanda wants to become the “African Gorilla in the 21st century. “(Chu 2009)  

Similarly to China and Singapore, there are no regular democratic elections in Rwanda. When Al 

Jazeera journalist Mehdi Hasan (2016) was interviewing Rwanda´s foreign minister Louise 

Mushikiwabo, he critically questioned the country´s human rights issues and asked whether it is 
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healthy for a president to be in power for a third of a century. He was pointing at the 2017 

referendum which allowed for president Paul Kagame to run for office for a third 7-year term. 

Mushikiwabo replied that she does not see anything wrong with staying in office for a long time. 

“For Rwandans democracy isn´t about coming or going, it´s about what you do in office.”  

 

Paul Kagame was the leader of the rebel forces that defeated the government in charge of initiating 

the genocide. This has given him a certain authority, respect and fear among the citizens and state 

bureaucracy. During elections, opposition parties are forbidden to run or are not real competitors 

to Kagame. The voter turnout is high, as the citizens know what is expected of them. Officials 

often go around villages to collect voter cards, so there is no need to go to polling stations. 

(Reyntjens 2013) Most of Kagame´s “inner-circle” and the decision-makers in government are 

from Kagame´s ethnic group, the Tutsi. When government members become vocally critical 

against Kagame, they are better to find refuge abroad or face prison time. (Ibid.) However, 

Rwandan state bureaucracy is effective, and the corruption perception index is relatively low. 

Rwanda also has the second highest ease of doing business index on the continent as it aims to 

make its bureaucracy as efficient as possible. Effective bureaucracy, according to Kohli (2004) 

and Johnson (1982) is an important characteristic of successful developmental states.  

 

Rwandan selectorate is more dependent on the president´s survival than recommended in Besley 

and Kudamutsu´s (2007) argument. However, in Rwanda the “public servants work under intense 

performance pressures.” (Mutebi 2016) Government agencies and the President of Rwanda sign 

performance contracts known as Imhigos. Imihigo is a Kinyarwanda word, meaning the setting of 

goals to be evaluated. It is founded on an old Rwandan cultural practice, where two parties publicly 

commit themselves to achieving a demanding task and failure to meet these commitments leads to 

public dishonor. (AFDB 2012) These contracts detail targets on a number of governance, justice, 

economic and social indicators for institutions. “The stated objective of Imihigo is to improve the 

speed and quality of execution of government programmes, thus making public agencies more 

effective. “ (Versailles 2012) This is similar to China´s evaluation of public officials and in 

Rwanda the monitoring is done by Rwanda Governance Board. These contracts aren´t just a 

formality introduced in response to external pressures, these are taken seriously as „many careers 

are built or destroyed on the basis of performance evaluations. “ (Mutebi 2016) This makes the 

administration hard to bribe as well, because performance is so highly valued. Paul Kagame, 

described as the CEO of Rwanda Inc., takes performance metrics seriously. He critizises 

government officials if they don´t achieve targets and fires them for poor performance despite their 
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loyalty. (Reyntjens, 2018) This is an example of a top-down leadership that coordinates efforts to 

align national development goals.   

 

Paul Kagame was born into an aristocratic Tutsi family who fled the country during the Hutu 

uprising in the late 1950, which made him grow up in a Tutsi refugee camp in Uganda. (Grant 

2010) He was devoted to the cause of uniting the country so that no one had to live in refuge as he 

did. This experience gave his leadership and vision more credibility. Kagame is an example of 

Weber´s charismatic leader, with a passion and clear devotion to a cause. Kagame has very little 

formal schooling, but instead he credits his leadership skills to extensive military training in the 

Ugandan army during his refugee years. This is somewhat different to the China model and 

Singapore example, where intellectual ability and schooling are seen as important features in 

leadership.  

3.2. Meles Zenavi and Hailemariam Desalegn in Ethiopia 

Melez Zenavi, leader of Ethiopia since 1991 was similarly to Rwandan president intrigued by the 

Asian development model instead of the western liberal democracy paradigms. (Kelsall, 2013; 

Altenberg 2010; Leffort 2013) He published a paper in 2012, where he criticised the neo-liberal 

model as being a “dead end” and claimed that in order to bring about African renaissance, states 

need to move away from that model and become more developmental instead. (Zenavi 2012) 

Throughout its history, Ethiopia was centrally governed. During Emperor Haile Senassie´s feudal 

rule the country lived through famine and was overthrown by a military coup led by Marxist 

colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam. The military regime implemented a command economy and 

nationalized industries, which led to famine and civil war. (Kelsall 2013) In 1991, rebel groups, 

mainly consisting of the Tigray people and led by Meles Zenavi, overthrew the Dergue regime and 

set up a transition government. The new EPRDF coalition wanted to steer the country away from 

previous disastrous plan economies and aimed to deliver democracy, human rights, a decentralized 

system of governance and a liberalized economy. (Gudina 2011) However, few of these promises 

were kept, when the country instead moved towards authoritarian developmentalism to achieve 

high growth. The government calls its policy “revolutionary democracy” (Matfess 2015; Kelsall 

2013) which characterizes its state-directed development.  
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Since EPRDF came to power in 1991 there have been elections, which have mainly worked as a 

façade. The opposition has been forced to withdraw and the EPRDF has usually received over 

90% of the seats. (Gudina 2012) After four non-competitive elections, the international community 

and donors pressured EPRDF to open its political system. In May 2005, there was the first attempt 

at democratic elections, with some restraints of public campaigning for opposition. EPRDF 

realized to its surprise, that there was strong opposition to their rule, mainly from urban voters. 

There was strong support for pan-Ethiopianist parties opposed to the system of ethnic federalism. 

(Vaughan 2011, in Kelsall 2013) However, EPRDF declared its victory, even before all votes were 

counted, which raised violent protestst and government crackdown against protesters. This in turn 

brought along reforms which made opposition nearly impossible during elections and raised 

dissatisfaction among parts of the society.  

 

One of the main reasons of the regimes´ limited legitimacy is its ethnic bias. The Tigrayan 

minority, where Zenavi also belonged to, dominates the EPRDF. They have disproportionate 

influence over the executive and legislature and they hold key positions in the army, police, 

security services and public economic sector. (Leffort 2013) Hence, there is paradox between the 

constitution allowing self-determination and secession of all nations inside the ethnic federal 

system, and the tight control actually belonging to a minority ethnic group. Amharic and Oromo 

people make up more than half of the Ethiopian population. Oromo people have long claimed that 

they are being repressed by the Tigray minority and Amharans, and want to have a stronger 

presence in the government coalition. Kohli emphasised that state power needs to be present in 

rural areas and peripheries in cohesive-capitalist states. This is achieved through local influencers 

who carry on central ideology. Even in China, there are democratic elections in the local level, 

exemplifying its inner stability. Tracking Development Project also brought out that in Nigeria the 

federal state had too many power centres and coordination was more difficult than in unitary 

Indonesia. Ethiopia is more of an example of Kohli´s fragmented multi-class state with too many 

conflicting interests and no framework to solve them.  

 

Meles Zenavi was a charismatic leader, who ruled the government and enjoyed the same respect 

and fear like Paul Kagame. Much for the same reason of being the leader of the rebel forces that 

defeated the repressive Derg regime and started rebuilding the economy afterwards. He rewarded 

people loyal to him and imprisoned critics. He had extensive military training and employed 

military tactics in his leadership, and similarly to Kagame he didn´t have formal education. 

However, when Zenavi died in 2012, he was replaced by Hailemariam Desalegn, who was from 
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the Southern part of the country and not from the Tigray ethnic group. He did not manage to get 

enough support from the government. His educational background was in sanitation engineering 

and he did not have the qualities of a charismatic leader as Zenavi and Kagame.  

 

One large wave of influential protests began in 2015 when the government wanted to to expand 

the capital city Addis Ababa into the Oromia region. The capital is situated in the middle of the 

Oromia and Amhara region. The plan was soon dropped, but tensions remained for the next three 

years. Over a thousand protestors have been killed and tens of thousands arrested. In February, 

2018 there was a 3-day social shutdown in Oromia region as a sign of protest. A striking turn of 

events was the resignation of prime minister Hailemariam Desalegn on the 15th February 2018. 

Desalegn said that he sees his resignation as „vital in the bid to carry out reforms that would lead 

to sustainable peace and democracy,” (Mumbere, 2018) The government declared a State of 

Emergency as it started to look for a new chairman of the ruling coalition to become the new prime 

minister. In Ethiopia the selectorate is powerful enough to replace the leader if they want to, 

similarly to the China model. However the political instability and civil unrest between 2015 and 

2018 worried global investors and lowered the state´s reputation. The selectorate was not fast 

enough to respond to the situation.  

 

After the transition period, the Oromos finally secured their political candidate Abiy Ahmed to 

become the new chairman on the 27th of March, 2018 and new prime minister. This is the first 

time prime minister position is held by representative of the Oromos. In his acceptance speech, 

Ahmed vowed to follow the principles of democracy. Abiy Ahmed has very strong military and 

intelligence ties. Ahmed was the former lieutenant-colonel in the Ethiopean army and head 

of Ethiopia's science and technology ministry, with a reputation as an effective orator and 

reformer. (Al Jazeera, 2018) He also has a doctorate degree in Peace and Security studies. Ahmed 

is an example of a meritocratically selected leader.  

3.3. Botswana Democratic Party  

Botswana´s first president Seretse Khama was very much in favour of liberal democracy and  

inclusive institutions. Khama, the heir to the largest chieftancy in Botswana, studied law in  

England, where he met and married an English woman, Ruth Williams. They returned to  

Botswana, where Khama became the president and leader of the Botswana Democratic Party. He 
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vowed to follow a democratic path of governance. The prudent management of its resource  wealth, 

managed to transform the country from a least developed country to a middle-income  country in 

1992. (AfDB 2017) The government took many preventative measures to avoid a  resource curse. 

They built up financial reserves to counter fluctuations in international prices for primary exports. 

They relied on experts to plan responses to possible disasters, diverted money into education and 

avoided foreign debt. (Cook and Sarkin 2010) It’s an example of leadership that focuses on future 

growth not immediate extraction. There was also emphasis on highly qualified technocrats to plan 

macroeconomic policy. Botswana is often called the miracle of Africa, for its  history of successful 

democratic transitions. During the last election in  2014,  BDP´s victory  came by a narrow margin. 

For the first time in its 52 year reign they received under 50 percent of  the vote. Main opposition 

was seen from urban areas, where unemployment is higher. (Jager and Taylor, 2015) The latest 

leader of Botwsana, Ian Khama, the son of Seretse Khama, stepped down on the 31st of March, 

2018. The constitution prevents anyone exceeding the limit of two terms in power. The power is 

transitioned to vice president Mokgweetsi Masisi until elections in 2019.  Botswana´s source of 

authority is legal instead of charismatic, as in Rwanda and Ethiopia.  

 

In conclusion, all these countries benefitted from leadership that had a developmental mindset and 

long term view. These leaders had virtue and devotion and were not interested in immediate 

extraxtion and personal wealth. Kagame, Zenavi and Seretse Khama also had important leadership 

skills. Khama was highly educated, while Kagame and Zenavi credited their leadership skills to 

military training. There is efficient government coordination in Botswana and Rwanda as they are 

unitary states. In Ethiopia, the developmental state and ethnic federalism principles are 

contradicting each other. To give each regional unit right to secession, while federal government 

is dominated by ethnic politics essentially leads to civil unrest, as was seen during the Addis Ababa 

expansion incident in 2015. It is important that all government institutions follow the national 

development agenda, if there is regional and local opposition, this stalls development. Rwanda, 

similarly to China sets and tracks key performance metrics of public officials, while in Ethiopia 

there is friction between federal government and regional representatives. When it comes to the 

role of selectorate, each country performs differently. In Rwanda, the government follows strict 

performance metrics under the rule of a charismatic and passionate president. In Ethiopia, the 

selectorate is firmly in power as they were able to get rid of the unefficient prime minister 

Hailemariam Desalegn. They assigned a new prime minister, who has important merit, such as 

military training, intelligence service experience and a doctorate degree. In Botswana, the 

electorate contests government power if it is not performing well.  
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4. DEALING WITH ETHNIC TENSIONS 

Authoritarian regimes are sometimes considered better at stabilizing economies, by claiming that 

democratic contest could be a hindrance to development. Ethnic and tribal tensions are 

destabilizing and often considered as one of the main reasons African countries have been unable 

to focus on development. These case studies all have different history of ethnic tensions and their 

governments have responded differently. 

 

In Rwanda, there was a historic divide between Hutus and Tutsis, as Tutsis were wealthier and 

ruled the country as a kingdom in the 17th century. Rwanda officially became a Belgian colony 

after World War I. During the colonial period, Belgians preferred Tutsis and placed them on higher 

administrative positions (Pottier 2002) Tutsis were overlooking forced labour mainly carried out 

by Hutus, considered as of inferior race by the colonizers. To further fuel ethnic divide, in 1926 

Belgians handed out ethnicity based identification cards. In the late 1950s, the international 

community addressed the racial inferiority factor and the Belgians were pressured to replace Tutsi 

chiefs with Hutus. This started the first large scale violence between Hutus and Tutsis. In 1959 the 

Hutus began an uprising against Tutsis, which sifted the power to Hutus for the first time. 

Hundreds of thousands of Tutsis became refugees and fled to neighbouring countries. In 1962, 

when Rwanda became independent it was ruled by two consequtive Hutu presidents – Gregoire 

Kayibanda and Juvenal Habyarima. Their policies were similarly oriented along ethnic lines and 

gave preference to Hutus. Habyarima even forbid the Tutsi refugees to return to their homeland. 

However, many of the Tutsis started forming together in their refugee diasporas and vowed to take 

back control. They formed the Rwanda Patriotic Front (RPF) and made their way back across the 

borders. When the plane carrying president Juvenal Habyarima was shot down in 1994, it escalated 

the ethnic violence into a full-scale genocide killing 800,000 Hutus within a hundred days.  

 

The Paul Kagame led rebel movement, managed to take over control and formed the new 

government. Kagame introduced himself as a Rwandan, rather than a Tutsi. He used a similar 

approach as Singapore´s leader Lee Kuan Yew, in dealing with ethnic contest. Lee Kuan Yew said 

in his famous independence speech on the 9th of August, 1965 that „this is not a Malay nation; 

this is not a Chinese nation; this is not an Indian nation. Everyone will have his place, equal: 

language, culture, religion.“ (NAS 1965) He also discredited the lobbyists who wanted to assign 

Chinese as the lingua franca, but Yew pushed for a neutral English language instead. English was 
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also made one of the three official languages in Rwanda, alongside French and Kiniyarwanda, in 

1994 when the RPF came to power. In 2008, the government switched the education system from 

French to English (McGreal 2008) and in 2017 Swahili was added as the fourth official language. 

These decisions were based on the fact that the neighbouring countries, Uganda, Tanzania and 

Kenya have English and Swahili as their official languages. This promotes better trade relations 

with the neighbours. Political opposition is forbidden in order  to keep away ethnic tensions. It is 

forbidden to create political groups based on ethnicity or religion in Rwanda. 

 

In Botswana, during the colonial times, the British administration recognized the political 

legitimacy of the Tswana chiefs (Mayersen and Mcloughlin 2011) similarly to  Rwanda these were 

the Tutsis for the most time. However, in decolonisation Rwanda descended into ethnic violence, 

while in Botswana the power remained in the hands of the Tswanas. The first constitution followed 

the traditional structure of the chieftanship (Ibid.) When Botswana’s parliament was formed, the 

upper house was called the House of Chiefs. “This provided a role for the eight Tswana tribal 

chiefs, along with a number of sub-chiefs, in the running of the nation. It effectively led to these 

eight powerful tribal leaders, who already had well entrenched roles in the colonial protectorate, 

all supporting the proposed democratic system.” (Ibid, 2011:251) The Tswana have marginalized 

existing minorities ever since as they have little chance of impacting the Tswana‘s dominance in 

the political sphere (Cook &  Sarkin 2010) Setswana and English are the only official languages 

allowed to use in schools and government.  

 

Rwanda and Botswana have similar ethnic divisions percentage wise, between majority and 

biggest minority as seen in figure 2.  

 

 

 
Figure 2. Ethnic composition in Botswana (left) and Rwanda (right) 
Source. Encyclopedia Britannica 
 

Bipolar societies are commonly at risk of polarization. According to the previously mentioned 

Besley and Kudamutsu (2007) argument that polarized democracies are second worst scenarios 
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for growth as they that do not reward good general interest policies. Robinson (2014) claims that 

it´s national identity on top of sub-national identity that nullifies the importance of the amount of 

ethnic identities. In Botswana, the national identity is common among the ethnic groups. 

„Tswanadom“, is the belief that all people in Botswana are equally important. The name of the 

country is translated as the „land of the Tswanas“ and there is no contestation to this unified 

ideology. In Rwanda, however there has been strong history of violence between the ethnic groups, 

who have fought for dominance. This only stopped, when autocratic leader came to power and 

announced that everyone is Rwandan and there must be unity in the country. Much like in 

Singapore, which underwent autocratic steps to unify the country. 

  

Ethiopia recently went through an influential civilian uprising, which resulted in the resignation 

of the prime minister. The uprising came from a certain ethnic group, who was not satisfied with 

its lack of representation in the government. According to Kohli (2004) successful state led 

development needs to ensure central government´s deep penetration in rural areas and periphery, 

which is clearly not the case in Ethiopia due to ethnofederalism set out in the constitution. Hence, 

Ethiopia is a controversial example. The authoritarian state led development ensured a minority 

led government during Meles Zenavi´s rule, but as its constitution allows for the self-determination 

of all nations, the recent uprising of Oromo people put in place a new prime minister from its 

ethnic group. Gebreluel and Bedasso (2018) argue that Ethiopia´s ethnic politics are an existential 

threat, which can lead the country to a vicious cycle of political conflict. Much of Ethiopia´s appeal 

to global investors come from its high level political commitment to economic growth. To ensure 

this growth, government should give more power to regional states and demand commitment to 

the same goals. It should also commit to de-ethnicization of political competition at federal level 

to allow more meritocracy and economic efficiency.  

 

In conclusion, autocratic leaders can be successful in uniting an ethnically fractioned country such 

as Rwanda. When a country has common national identity in spite of ethnic diversity such as in 

Botswana, then democratic rule is possible. However, when roots of ethnic violence are imminent 

this national identity must be instilled by a strong autocratic leader, such as Kagame. The third 

option is that a strong leader keeps the country stable, but when the leader dies there will be a 

power vacuum, whereby ethnic tensions can rise again, such as in Ethiopia. The power vacuum 

depends on the nature of the selectorate and whether they can reorganize after the leader dies. 
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SUMMARY  

Successful development can happen both in democracies and autocracies as seen from the three 

case studies. The most needed input is a visionary leadership that has a developmental mindset to 

orchestrate development. Economic development is brought about through productivity growth, 

which consists of investment in innovation, education, effective allocation of resources for 

production in various sectors, and infrastructure, both physical and intangible.  

 

In Rwanda and Ethiopia, governments brought about successful economic development without 

regular elections. Instead they obtained their legitimacy through economic and human 

development indicators. In Botswana, the first government led by Seretse Khama pioneered in 

prudent resource wealth management, which has been followed since. There are regular elections, 

but the same party has been in power for 52 years. African leaders have a bad reputation for 

resource wealth extraction and Botswana Democratic Party has seemed to gain enough trust from 

the electorate. However, it has failed to diversify its economy, which was reflected in the weak 

latest election results. In Rwanda and Ethiopia visionary leaders created interventionist 

development plans and policies to steer the economy. There is pressure to keep unemployment 

and inequality low to ensure its legitimacy in the absence of elections. Autocratic leaders must 

have a long term view and capability to implement these views.  

 

Authoritarian leaders also need to ensure political stability, effective bureaucracy and autonomous 

selectorate. Hailemariam Desalegn was not backed up by the same political power as Meles 

Zenavi. When there is no mandate of the people, there needs to be a mandate by a strong and 

powerful selectorate. Hence, in 2018 the government of Ethiopia responded to the mass uprising 

in the Oromia region and appointed an Oromo leader as the prime minister. The new leader is 

showing signs of pro-democracy and it is yet to be seen whether the country will become a 

democracy and whether there will be a legitimate transition of power in the next elections. In 

Ethiopia, political competition is severely ethnicized and regional powers don´t align with national 

development goals.  

 

Ethnical factors and tribal tensions have been destabilizing factors for African countries and one 

of the reasons they remain underdeveloped. Authoritarian leaders are better at uniting competing 

ethnical tribes, such as Paul Kagame in Rwanda. Meles Zenavi was also able to keep the country 
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stable in spite of frequent small scale ethnic uprisings. In Botswana there is no ethnic competition 

hence the coutry can be a democracy. In Rwanda and Ethiopia the leaders were both form 

minorities, while Botswana is run by a majority. Now, Ethiopia has a leader from a majority and 

according to this thesis it might be able to function as a democracy. The worst-case scenario is a 

minority leader with no political power, such as the case of Hailemariam Desalegn. However, if 

there continues to be ethnic tensions in Ethiopia, then the leader could benefit from more 

authoritarian tendencies such as in Rwanda. It most definitely needs to ensure economic and 

human development through effective planning and top down leadership aligned to national 

development goals such as in the case of Kagame and Zenavi.  

 

Botswana has strong national unity and its ruling party is credited for good management of 

resource wealth, hence its development model is incompatible to the other two countries. When 

countries have politicised ethnic diversity instead of national unity and no resources, they could 

benefit from authoritarian leaders and governent intervention. The only risk comes, when 

authoritarian leaders die and there is a power vacum. This can only be solved by having an 

autonomous selectorate who doesn´t depend on the survival of the political leader and can 

reorganize fast. It is yet to be seen, whether the power transition in Rwanda will be similar to 

Ethiopia´s case or not.  

 

Political leadership must have certain qualities, by which the selectorate selects them in office, in 

the absence of elections. In China and Singapore these qualities include intellectual and social 

abilities and virtue. In Rwanda, Ethiopia and Botswana its self-appointed leaders had a long term 

view and devotion to develop their countries. In Rwanda and Ethiopia, military instead of 

educational background was a common feature of its charismatic leaders. After Zenavi´s death 

Ethiopian selectorate put Hailemariam Desalegn in power, who failed to keep the country stable. 

The selectorate now put a new leader in power, but in between there were destabilizing mass 

protests and a State of Emergency.  What abilities matter in African political leadership and how 

to effectively transition power in the absence of elections would be propositions for future 

research.  
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