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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Since 2011, sub-Saharan Africa has witnessed an unprecedented wave of protests. By 
2015, there were about 6,000 protests across the region, 10 times more than a decade 
earlier, hinting at the possibility that protest has become part of the new reality of 
African politics. Two-thirds of them were nonviolent, while the other third involved some 
acts of violence, from setting roadblocks and looting, to burning down parliament. 
However, while the continental average skyrocketed, there remain wide variations in the 
magnitude of protests across African nations. Some, like Kenya, Nigeria, and 
particularly South Africa, have high rates of protests. As a matter of fact, more than 
1,200 protests took place in South Africa alone in 2015. Others in contrast, such as 
Angola, Chad, or Eritrea, have hardly witnessed any protest at all.  

Both the rise in protests and their variation across the continent beg for an explanation. 
Why now? Why more in some places than in others? These questions point to 
paradoxes: the grievances often attributed to protesters, such as poverty, inequality, 
disenfranchisement, or frustration at corruption and poor government accountability are 
widely shared across most African countries and cannot alone account for variations in 
protests. Similarly, these conditions have been around since before 2011, so what 
explains the current rise in protests?  

This report, based on a review of the literature, data sets, and some recent case studies 
from Burkina Faso, the Democratic Republic Congo (DRC), Kenya, and Zimbabwe, 
surveys and organizes existing knowledge on the following questions:  

 What are the broad motivations and grievances that protesters invoke? 
 What explains the timing of protests? Particularly, what specific triggers get people 

in the street? 
 Who protests? 
 What explains variations in the use of violence in protests and in their size? 
 What conditions, such as the willingness of regimes to use repression, favor or 

inhibit protests? 
 What are the outcomes of protests and do they prevent democratic backsliding? 
 What are the implications of the study’s findings for USAID’s work? 

The main reported motivations of protesters (as opposed to the immediate triggers to 
demonstrate) revolve around, in order of magnitude: (1) frustrations with war, violence, 
and terrorism; (2) dissatisfaction with the effectiveness of democratic institutions; and 
(3) concerns about their material and economic conditions and future. Frustrations 
about war, violence, and terrorism—while understandable in a continent widely affected 
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by conflict and in an era of global terrorism—form a very heterogeneous category of 
protests, some of which are targeted at violence by government security forces. 
Protests in relation to dissatisfaction with democracy, human rights, flawed elections, 
and religious discrimination capture the dysfunctions of many African political systems 
and the weakness of their institutions. The greater the deficit between Africans’ 
preference for democracy and the perceived effectiveness of the democracy they live in, 
the more they protest. Finally, economic issues such as rising income inequality and 
unbridled urbanization are also significantly associated with protests. 

Protest waves typically follow bandwagon effects. Countries might remain quiet, despite 
simmering grievances, until thresholds of action are reached and people suddenly take 
to the streets. The timing of Africa’s latest protest wave derives in part from the effects 
of changes in information and communication technologies on individual thresholds for 
action. The more internet penetration and cell phone coverage, the more protests. 
Similarly, the “Arab Spring,” which began about a year before sub-Saharan Africa’s 
protest wave, also appears to have had some diffusion effect.  

Specific triggers that get Africans in the street include attempts by presidents to change 
the constitution to stay in office beyond their constitutional terms and other democratic 
breaches, controversies over elections, and material breaches of the social contract 
such as local corruption scandals, rises in food prices or student fees, and repeal of 
subsidies. 

Although no clear pattern emerges in terms of the socio-professional status of 
protesters, the data indicate that the larger its middle class in absolute numbers, the 
more protests a country experiences. This pattern could be related to the democratic 
expectations of the middle classes or to their greater facility at organizing given their 
resources, the rise of which could derive from Africa’s unprecedented economic growth 
spurt the last decade and a half. The majority of people in the streets, however, are 
more often youth and dispossessed urban underclasses. Their motivations appear often 
more directly material than those of the middle classes.  

Civil society organizations (CSOs) are frequently involved in protests. The more 
democratic a country, the more likely CSOs are to openly engage in protest as part of 
their toolkit. The more developed and sustainable CSOs are in general, the more 
protests a country experiences. Case studies also indicate that CSO participation in 
protest movements can help form large coalitions that are more likely to yield pro-
democratic results than smaller ones. 

Violence affects about one-third of all protests. Although there is plenty of opportunistic 
violence and looting in protests, some of it also seems to correspond to anger at 
perceived election manipulations (violence is about 40 percent more likely in election 
years) and at the difficulties of getting hybrid regimes to be genuinely accountable. 
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Violence can be rational, as it sometimes prods governments into being more 
responsive to public demands. 

Because protests often derive from frustrations with democracy, they tend to happen 
more in countries that stand toward the middle of the autocracy-democracy spectrum. 
More authoritarian states can easily suppress protests while more democratic ones 
provide fewer grounds for dissatisfaction and grievances. Hybrid regimes — which offer 
some freedoms, such as the right to demonstrate, but fall otherwise well short of being 
accountable and representative — offer both the grievances and the opportunities to 
protest. In authoritarian regimes, regime violence against protesters is successful at 
reducing protests. In more democratic ones, repression appears to provoke protesters 
into more action. Divided regimes are less effective at repressing protests and more 
likely to cave to their pressure, as are regimes that are more dependent on donor 
financing. 

It is hard to assess whether protests achieve their goals as those are often multiple, 
blurry, and evolving. There is some evidence, however, that protests, especially with 
CSO and opposition party participation, mitigate the democratic backsliding of some 
regimes, limiting the extent to which they can get away with monopolizing power. 

The report seeks to aggregate most of these findings under the notion that the current 
protest wave is one of reclamation, whereby Africans are reclaiming their state and their 
future. Independence represented an implied promise that African citizens would control 
the state, but that promise remained unfulfilled even after the early 1990s rebirth of 
multiparty election competition. Instead of responding to and serving citizen interests, 
incumbent elites have in many cases adapted to the formal requirements of democracy, 
while often hollowing out its substance, which has brought Africans back into the streets 
in their latest attempt to level the political playing field. Increased inequality and the 
failure of many commodity-dependent countries to provide opportunities for their youth 
and urban unemployed have compounded the political grievances with anxieties about 
the future, and further motivated protests. 

There is no simple actionable insight from protests for USAID. The report recommends 
that USAID take protests seriously and listen to them as genuine moments of political 
voice in regimes where formal voice and accountability are hampered. It suggests that 
there are likely entry points in supporting nonviolent and pro-democratic protests by 
working with CSOs, but such collaborations need to reach beyond conventional 
partners. Working with the democracy activists who participate in protest action can 
help reduce democratic backsliding. So can the prevention and condemnation of 
violence and repression against protesters. USAID might want to bring together different 
stakeholders within the US administration to discuss possible follow-on work and policy 
options.   



 

 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION  
More than ever before, Africans are in the streets. They are protesting, expressing 
outrage, making demands. At times, some are also rioting and looting. Sub-Saharan 
Africa (henceforth, Africa) has been engulfed in a wave of protest since 2011, which 
exceeds levels earlier this century by a ratio of about 10:1 (see Figure 1). Protests have 
surged in places as disparate as Burkina Faso, Burundi, Kenya, Nigeria, and South 
Africa. In Burkina, protesters burned down the parliament and scared the president into 
foreign exile in 2014. In some countries, like South Africa, protests are a staple of 
politics. Elsewhere, stability reigned for years but suddenly ruptured as triggering events 
apparently unleashed previously pent-up grievances. 

FIGURE 1. FREQUENCY OF VIOLENT AND NON-VIOLENT PROTESTS IN SUB-

SAHARAN AFRICA  

 
(Source: ACLED) 

While protests have exploded as a mode of political action across the continent, there is 
considerable variation across countries in regard to the propensity to protest. As Figure 
2 illustrates, over the 2011-2015 period, Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, Somalia, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), and Sudan have seen protest frequencies in 
the range of the “Arab Spring” countries of North Africa. Countries like Uganda, 
Zimbabwe, Senegal, or Burkina Faso are not far behind. Many other countries, in 
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contrast, show hardly any protest at all, including Eritrea, Chad, Niger, Benin, 
Botswana, Sierra Leone, the Gambia, Congo-Brazzaville, Cameroon, and Angola. That 
this latter list includes countries that are either democratic (Benin, Botswana) or fairly 
repressive (all others aside from Niger) might not be accidental and are discussed 
below. 

Both the rise of protest and its variation across the continent beg for an explanation. 
After all, the conditions which could intuitively lead to protest and that are often voiced 
as part of protests, such as corruption, inequality, unemployment, lack of democracy, or 
abuses by security forces, are not new in Africa, nor are they the monopoly of a few 
states only. So why are people apparently so fed up as to take to the streets now—
sometimes at considerable personal risk—and in some places more than in others?  

FIGURE 2. PROTEST INTENSITY IN AFRICA (2012-MAY 2016)  

 
     (Source: ACLED) 

While the current wave of African protests surprised most scholars and government 
agencies (as protest waves and other moments of discontinuous political change 
typically do), this report is an attempt at taking stock and making sense of it while it is 
still unfolding, with a view to incorporating its insights in USAID’s programmatic work to 
the extent possible. The report asks:  



 

 

 

 What are the broad motivations and grievances that protesters invoke? 
 What explains the timing of protests? Particularly, what specific triggers get people 

in the street? 
 Who protests? 
 What explains variations in the use of violence in protests and in their size? 
 What conditions, such as the willingness of regimes to use repression, favor or 

inhibit protests? 
 What are the outcomes of protests and do they prevent democratic backsliding? 

In seeking to make sense of protests, this report suggests a possible narrative, which 
stresses the extent to which contemporary African protests represent an attempt by 
Africans to reclaim their state and the economic opportunities for their future. The goal 
of reclaiming the state is expressed mainly through grievances at the manipulation and 
hollowing out of democratic norms and institutions by authoritarian or semi-authoritarian 
incumbents. The skewed nature of many African elections and referenda sends 
opponents and democrats, including CSOs, increasingly into the streets. The goal of 
reclaiming the future brings in the desperation of unemployed youth with economies that 
offer them few opportunities for a decent life, the anger of Africans at rising inequality, 
and the unbridled growth of African cities with their growing underclass. 

Scholars of protest, like those of democratization, like to speak of waves. The current 
African protest wave is the third one (Branch and Mampilly, 2015; Mueller, 2016). The 
first one took place in the late 1950s and early 1960s and could be labeled the 
Independence Wave: Africans, often united in mass parties and led by trade unions, 
took to the streets to demand equality and eventually freedom from the colonial yoke. 
The second wave (the Liberalization Wave) took place between 1988 and 1995. Led by 
students and civil servants, it fed on frustrations at the havoc wreaked by Structural 
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) and called for an end to autocracies and greater political 
participation (Bratton and van de Walle, 1997).  

In many ways, the current wave reprises some of the same themes, but with a more 
diverse cast of characters and less centralized planning. Despite independence, 
economic reforms, and democratization, the majority of Africans have yet to truly own 
their states and their political and economic destinies. Incumbents have adapted to 
changing conditions to remain in power and deprive many of effective economic and 
political opportunities. Spurred by a set of favorable conditions and the accumulated 
burden of years of grievances, Africans have taken to the streets in greater numbers 
than ever before to reclaim their state and their future. If this wave of protests were to 
be named, the Reclamation Wave would to be a good fit.  

The report concludes by looking at the specific problems and opportunities that the 
Reclamation Wave presents for USAID and its work in Africa promoting democracy, 
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mitigating conflict, dealing with fragile states, and countering violent extremism. It 
acknowledges that protesters represent a fluid category of often unorganized or 
disorganized actors, with whom it is difficult to work, particularly as a significant 
proportion of protests involve at least a degree of violence. Bearing this difficult context 
in mind, it suggests nonetheless that protests represent essential information that 
USAID should listen to: that there is significant room for USAID engagement with 
broadly construed CSOs involved in protests; that the extent to which protests can help 
prevent democratic backsliding dovetails with USAID’s democracy-promotion work; that 
there is significant room for USAID to help prevent and encourage sanctions against 
protest repression; and that USAID can help steer the democratic potential of protests 
by supporting a broader environment that enables coordination and mobilization outside 
institutions that are captured by incumbent regimes.  

1.1 METHODS 
This report offers a review of the existing literature, an analysis of data sets of protests, 
and an in-depth look at a few recent cases. It focuses on scholarship and more policy-
oriented publications that examine theories of protest, experiences of protests around 
the world, and particularly on the latest wave of African protests.  

For most arguments and hypotheses in the literature, the report seeks to provide 
empirical illustrations based on three different data sets: the Armed Conflict Location 
and Event Data Project (ACLED), the Social Conflict in Africa Database (SCAD), and 
Afrobarometer. ACLED covers the years 1997-2016 and includes observations for non-
violent demonstrations and riots, as well as for violence by the state against 
demonstrators (Raleigh and Dowd, 2016). SCAD includes data on protest motivation, 
size, repression, and the types of participants—covering the years 1990-2014 
(Salehyan et al., 2012). The latest round of Afrobarometer data covers the years 2014-
2015 as well as a multitude of variables captured at the individual level in up to 35 
countries.1  

South Africa, and to a lesser extent Nigeria, stand as outliers in African protests. From 
1997 to 2015, South Africa witnessed an average of 336 protests per year and Nigeria 
140. All other sub-Saharan African countries averaged 18 protests per year. Because 
South Africa is also among the most democratic, developed, and technologically 
connected countries in Africa, it often skews the data. As a result, we exclude it at times 
from our analysis. We never exclude Nigeria but occasionally point at the extent to 
which it affects reported trends.  

                                                 
1  Throughout the report, for ease of interpretation, all indicators are scaled such that greater numbers reflect more of the quality 

captured by the variable. This involved inverting the scale of some variables, such as Freedom House’s Political Rights or 
USAID’s Civil Society Organization Sustainability Index (CSOSI). 



 

 

 

None of the quantitative analysis in this report should be taken as evidence. It is mostly 
illustrative and includes no checks for robustness, as the author was asked to stay away 
from more complex estimations, including regression analysis. Any findings should 
therefore be considered as providing no more than tentative support for, or rejection of, 
specific hypotheses, and inviting further inquiry. In addition, many of the graphs and 
correlations illustrate relations at the country level based on individual-level variables, 
such as protesting. Inference from such statistics calls for caution. 

Finally, the report looks in more depth at a few recent cases of protest to flesh out 
qualitatively some of the patterns and hypotheses identified in the literature and the 
data. These include the protests that led to the overthrow of Blaise Compaoré in 
Burkina Faso in 2014; those that have rocked the DRC since Joseph Kabila signaled in 
early 2015 his apparent intention to stay in power beyond his constitutional term; the 
recent movement to “re-own” the flag in Zimbabwe, which followed the regime’s inability 
to pay its civil servants in 2016; and protests against the alleged bias of the electoral 
commission and police abuses in Kenya.  

The report cannot answer all the questions it asks, nor can it always answer them 
conclusively. Hopefully, it will provide motivation and justification for further study of this 
important phenomenon. 
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2.0 WHAT DO THEY 
WANT? WHY 
AFRICANS PROTEST 

2.1 A SURVEY OF MOTIVATIONS FROM JOURNALISTIC ACCOUNTS  
It can be difficult to grasp the motivations of protesters. Sometimes they are clearly 
stated, but at other times they are not, there are many of them, the stated ones might 
hide other ones, or they might evolve over time. Specific triggers that get people into the 
streets might also differ from the broader grievances and concerns that might generally 
affect their opinions and make them more or less likely to protest. In this section, we first 
review broad motivations. We turn to specific triggers later.  

The SCAD data set rates every protest on the issues that “were mentioned as the 
source of the tension/disorder” (SCAD Codebook, 3.1:5) in journalistic accounts from 
Associated Press and Agence France Presse. In the following graphs, we review their 
findings and compare the current wave of protests with the “second” one, which 
occurred in the late 1980s to the mid-1990s (our data only starts in 1990, however). 
Before observing the distribution of motivations, it is worth noting that the current wave 
of protest is much larger than the second one, with a grand total of 5,830 protests in 
2010-2014 as against 1,393 in 1990-1994. But equally if not more important, the 
motivations are significantly different, in absolute numbers, percentages, and rankings. 

The original SCAD data set has multiple, somewhat overlapping categories that we 
have merged in five broad motivations, with an additional category for “unknown” and 
“others.” The first one is “Domestic War, Violence, and Terrorism,” which we keep as it 
was in SCAD. In the second, “Democracy, Rights, and Discrimination,” we add up 
protests based on political grievances, including protests about democracy and human 
rights, elections, and ethnic or religious discrimination or issues. The third category, 
“Economic and Material Issues” comprises protests about the economy and jobs, 
economic resources and assets, food, water and subsistence, education, and 
environmental degradation. The last two categories, “Pro-Government” protests and 
protests over “Foreign Affairs” are kept unchanged from SCAD. Figure 3 presents the 
results, comparing the second and third wave.  



 

 

 

FIGURE 3. PROTEST MOTIVATIONS IN THE SECOND AND THIRD WAVE  

 
(Source: SCAD) 

Domestic war, violence, and terrorism are the most common themes of protests since 
2010, in significant contrast to 1990-1994 when they hardly mattered at all. To some 
extent, this finding reflects the extent to which worldwide terrorism and local conflicts 
have changed the concerns of Africans since the early 1990s. However, this is a difficult 
category to fully make sense of. A closer look at the data suggests that, while many of 
these protests are indeed against state violence or against groups like Boko Haram, it 
also includes local protests for or against specific armed groups, pro-government 
protests in times of conflict, demonstrations by groups associated with armed actors, 
etc. Because concerns about state violence overlap with other political grievances and 
because this category is otherwise so heterogeneous, we leave it aside for now to focus 
on the next two.  

The next two most important categories of protests are “Democracy, Rights, and 
Discrimination,” which adds up to 27 percent of the total, and “Economic and Material 
Issues,” which account for 17 percent. If we focus only on protests that have the central 
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government or a regional government as their target, however, “Democracy, Rights, and 
Discrimination” make up 32 percent of the total (same as “Domestic War, Violence, and 
Terrorism); and “Economic and Material Issues” add up to 19 percent. In other words, 
setting aside violence and terrorism, democracy and the economy are the two main 
categories of protest motivation.2 

It is important to note, however, that both democracy- and economy-related protests 
represent a smaller percent of the total than they did in the previous wave that ended in 
the mid-1990s, in part because of the new focus on war, terrorism, and violence. Back 
then, in the struggle to democratize existing regimes, “Democracy, Rights, and 
Discrimination” figured in as many as 46 percent of the protests targeted at 
governments, while “Economic and Material Issues” were salient in about 35 percent. 
To some extent, this confirms the focus of the second wave on political liberalization 
and economic austerity policies. The level of democracy is higher in Africa now than it 
was then, and the economic landscape more diverse. Nonetheless, these issues remain 
central to contemporary protests, together accounting at least for more than half of 
them. It is also worth noting that, while overall protests of ethnicity issues have gone 
down in absolute numbers, protests over religious issues have increased significantly 
(not shown in the graph). The next two sections explore the democracy and economic 
categories at more length.  

2.2 DISSATISFACTION WITH DEMOCRACY, RIGHTS, ELECTIONS, 
AND DISCRIMINATION 

The deficiencies of most African democracies are well known. Aili Tripp (2011) suggests 
most of them are really hybrid regimes, better qualified as semi-democratic or even 
semi-authoritarian, and Adrienne LeBas (2016: 170) proposes that African democracies 
and elections “are not sufficiently competitive.” Scholars agree that many African rulers 
have managed to adapt to formal democratic requirements while maintaining a tight grip 
on the state and its resources (Akech, 2011; Albaugh, 2011), largely hollowing out the 
democratic substance of elections and institutions. If Africans demand accountability 
from their government yet are unable to fulfill their democratic aspirations through the 
ballot box or existing formal institutions, protests might be the means through which 
they voice their preferences and aspirations.  

Data from the latest round of Afrobarometer surveys (2014-2015) provide support for 
such a hypothesis, suggesting that the gap between the perceived democratic nature of 
a regime and the democratic expectations of its citizens feed protests. Following 
Afrobarometer’s notion of “demand for democracy” (the extent to which people reject 
alternative political systems like military regimes or one-party rule) and “supply of 
                                                 
2  The large “unknow n” category suggests how difficult it can be to identify protesters’ grievances. 



 

 

 

democracy” (the extent to which people express satisfaction with democracy and 
assess their regime to be democratic), we calculated an “Unmet Democratic Demand 
Index,” which subtracts supply from demand. As Figure 4 illustrates, we found that the 
greater the unmet demand for democracy, the larger the number of protests. The 
correlation is 0.36 and is statistically significant. As the graph makes clear, it is largely 
driven by Nigeria, but remains 0.31 and almost as significant when Nigeria is excluded.3 
Even when we exclude Nigeria, countries above the mean democratic demand deficit 
have a significantly higher level of protests (58) than countries below (25). 

FIGURE 4. PROTESTS AND THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DEMAND AND SUPPLY 

OF DEMOCRACY  

 

 (Source: Afrobarometer Round 6, ACLED; does not include South Africa) 

This phenomenon is not unique to Africa. Machado, Scartascini, and Tommasi (2009) 
argue that, where institutions are strong and function well, actors are more likely to 
participate in the political process through institutionalized arenas, and fewer protests 
take place. In contrast, where they are weak, protests and other forms of 
unconventional participation are more appealing. Looking at 17 Latin American 
countries, they find that weaker political institutions are associated with a higher 
propensity to use alternative means for expressing preferences, such as protests.  
                                                 
3  We removed South Africa from this sample. It has more than 800 protests over the period under consideration yet a smaller 

democratic demand deficit than the average. As this report w ill make clear, South Africa is often an outlier in African protests, 
partly for apparently idiosyncratic reasons but also because it has a much higher level of some variables associated w ith 
protests. 

BEN
BOT

BFO

BUR

CAM

CIV
GHA GUI

KEN

LSO

LBR MAD
MWIMLIMOZ

NAM

NGR

NGA

SEN

SLE

SUD

SWA

TZA
TGO

UGA

ZAM

ZIM

0

10
0

20
0

30
0

40
0

N
um

be
r o

f P
ro

te
st

s,
 2

01
0-

15

.2 .4 .6 .8 1 1.2
Unmet Demand for Democracy Index



 

16                       RECLAIMING THE STATE AND THE FUTURE: PROTEST POLITICS IN SUBSAHARAN AFRICA 

Looking at urban shanties in South Africa, Lodge and Mottiar (2016: 823) note that 
“protest was a way for local residents to make their voices heard outside Cato Manor 
[an urban project in Durban] and to compel politicians to be more responsive. Indeed, 
the main grievance in Masxha was the local councilor, who was seen to be 
unaccountable.” Here again, protests substitute for weak democratic accountability.  

One reason African democracies tend to be dysfunctional derives from the weakness 
and lack of institutionalization of political parties, which often represent the formal 
appendage of individual politicians who rely more on patronage than political 
organization/mobilization to advance their political interests. Protests might be related to 
the failure of these parties to represent the demands of some groups. Opposition 
leaders might find it more convenient to rely on protest and mass mobilization if the 
multi-party system does not work well. Thus party effectiveness or the effective degree 
of institutionalization of parties (as opposed to being the institutional appendages of 
individuals) might be a factor in African protests (Mueller, 2016:74). The fragmentation 
of political parties in Africa might also prevent them from being effective opponents and 
from genuinely holding their leaders accountable, or from successfully coalescing at 
election time (LeBas, 2016). Taking to the street could be a way to bypass the failure of 
political parties to successfully aggregate political preferences.  

2.3 ECONOMIC AND MATERIAL GRIEVANCES: INEQUALITY AND 
URBANIZATION 

Although there is a well-documented negative relation between protest and growth 
rates, nowhere do people explicitly demonstrate about slow or negative GDP growth. 
Economic conditions must become specific grievances before leading to protests. 
Interestingly, some grievances relate to growth rather than recessions. A later section 
on protest triggers looks at economic grievances more in depth. The current section 
reviews two structural economic factors, which help us make sense of the fact that, in 
Africa, protests have increased together with, or in the wake of, an unprecedented 
period of economic growth. Why should Africans protest now that they are getting 
wealthier?  

2.3.1 Inequality 

Africa’s recent growth is largely derived from a boom in the price of commodities. 
Because these commodities are typically controlled by the state, the distribution of the 
benefits from growth tends to be inequitable and to disproportionately accrue to those 
associated with the state, leaving many behind. Although it is not empirically well 
documented given the poverty of data on income and income distribution, such 
increased inequality would come on top of already very high levels of income inequality 
in Africa compared to most other regions (van de Walle, 2009). Moreover, by raising 



 

 

 

expectations for a better life but with no visible effect, rising commodity prices might 
have contributed to rising frustration and willingness to protest.  

Not every society would respond similarly to rising inequality. With the possible 
exception of millennials, citizens of the United States, for example, accommodate 
themselves fairly well to high inequality as redistribution is not a dominant value. In 
much of Africa, however, there is an understanding of political leaders as caretakers, or 
redistributors. Michael Schatzberg (2000) argues that political legitimacy in Africa relies 
on notions of family and food, as in looking after one’s children by sharing resources 
with them. The father/ruler has an obligation toward his children/subjects, which 
legitimizes the widespread use of patron-client relations. Increased inequality might be 
undermining this implicit/cultural social contract as leaders accumulate while the lower 
classes fail to improve their lot. There could be a breaking point as the distance 
increases between haves and have nots, and thus protest can rise as aggregate income 
does too. Rising inequality reduces benefits of rising income for the masses and 
undermines “food” legitimacy of the regime.  

Similarly, Jean-Philippe Platteau (2015) notes that some African norms of gift-giving are 
meant to prevent accumulation and put the group’s welfare ahead of that of individuals. 
As one’s income increases, redistributive demands for support increase too. The recent 
inequality-inducing growth might have exacerbated such demands. In addition, the 
greater reliance on elections of many African regimes has reduced the size of the 
population that needs to be included in redistributive policies to the minimum winning 
coalition, compared to more encompassing patronage in the days of one-party rule. The 
combination of rising redistributive demands with growth and shrinking coalitions might 
have undermined the legitimacy of regimes for a growing proportion of the population, 
triggering protest against leaders who “eat alone.”  

The evidence is rather telling, although GINI measures of income inequality are 
unreliable for Africa and several of them are more than 10 years old. As Figure 5 shows, 
there is a clear, though not linear, relationship between GINI and the latest wave of 
protests. The more inequality, the more protests (the correlation is 0.43). South Africa 
clearly drives the relation, but this offers one possible variable for why it has such an 
outlying number of protests. Namibia, with a similar GINI coefficient but a tiny population 
and an income distribution that does not overlap with racial divisions, has much fewer 
protests. The 24 countries below the mean GINI of 44 (calculated on a scale of 0 for 
perfect equality to 100 for perfect inequality) average 30 protests per year since 2011. 
The 20 countries above the mean average 102 protests per year in the same time 
period. Without South Africa, the two averages are still 30 and 63. 
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 FIGURE 5. PROTESTS AND INCOME INEQUALITY (GINI COEFFICIENTS) 

 
(Sources: UNDP, ACLED) 

2.3.2 Urbanization 

African cities grow by 15-18 million people each year, and more than half of Africans are 
expected to be urban by 2025 (Africa Center for Strategic Studies [ACSS], 2011:21). It 
is easier to mobilize urban folks to protest than rural ones. Urban residents are also 
more vulnerable to food prices as they have to buy most of their food (ACSS, 2011:21). 
To some extent, they are possibly more deprived of “exit” options than their rural 
counterparts (Herbst, 1990). Thus one can expect at least a more favorable climate for 
protests as cities grow. But the political specificity of African cities is not merely a matter 
of size. Branch and Mampilly (2015:71) stress that with cities come rising urban 
underclasses: “Newcomers to the city are rarely able to establish secure livelihoods. 
Urbanization without industrialization means that formal employment is not an option for 
most.” Moreover, as Adrienne LeBas (2016) reminds us, African urban voters tend to be 
pro-opposition whereas African electoral regimes are biased toward rural areas where 
incumbents get more support, backing the claim by Mueller (2016) that most protests in 
Africa are urban.  

Fox and Bell (2016) look at the effects of different dimensions of urbanization on protest 
for 1990-2013, using the SCAD dataset. They find that it is the absolute size of urban 
population, rather than the overall level of urbanization, that is positively associated with 



 

 

 

protest. Our evidence, using the ACLED data set instead, confirms their finding. The 
graph below shows the strong relationship (the correlation is 0.83) between absolute 
levels of urbanization and average annual instances of protests from 2011 to 2015 
without South Africa (Figure 6). The correlation is 0.64 with South Africa, and still 
significant at 0.48 without both Nigeria and South Africa.  

FIGURE 6. PROTESTS AND URBAN POPULATION 

 
(Sources: UNECA, ACLED) 

2.4 RELIGIOUS GRIEVANCES AND EXCLUSION 
Although religious grievances do not appear on the scale of democratic and economic 
grievances in the SCAD data, they increased from a total of 8 instances (less than 1 
percent of total) between 1990–1994 to 211 (7 percent of total) between 2010–2014. 
Moreover, even when specific issues of religious discrimination are not at the core of 
protests, religious issues can color participation.  

Feelings of religious discrimination might be particularly salient in countries that have 
significant yet minority Muslim communities. Because Islam carries strong notions of 
political legitimacy, these minorities might feel particularly alienated from post-colonial 
states that stress laity. The same problem might also occur in Muslim-majority former 
French colonies as French republican notions are likely to clash with local values. For 
example, how do values such as gender roles in Islam affect the legitimacy of certain 
public policies and human rights in these countries? The protests by Islamic CSOs in 
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Mali in 2010 against the family code is a case in point. The attempt by President Touré 
and his government to pass legislation that might have pleased donor notions rather 
than popular Malian ones was defeated by groups that represent deeply popular values 
in Mali, whereby the state was re-appropriated by these historically sidelined interests.  

The protests in Niger in January 2015, which followed the Paris “I am Charlie” march, in 
which President Issoufou participated, echo the same logic. About 1,000 “young men” 
demonstrated at Niamey’s grand mosque. This was followed by two days of riots in 
Niamey and regional cities. Rioters “looted and burned targets symbolizing Christianity, 
secularism and France, including churches, hotels, bars, a French cultural center…” 
(Mueller, 2016b: 90). Mueller (2016b: 90) suggests that Niger’s religious riots “marked a 
historic shift in Nigerien democracy: popular mobilization has become a viable way for 
religious leaders to challenge French-style secular government” (emphasis added). By 
promoting or free-riding on protests (Mueller notes that many rioters were not 
themselves religiously motivated), Muslim organizations found a way to have their 
agenda recognized in local politics, which the formal system did not allow. As Mueller 
suggests, this has democratic dimensions as 95 percent of Nigeriens are Muslim, 92 
percent of them consider religion as very important in their lives, and 61 percent of 
Nigeriens also favor the adoption of Shari’a law (Mueller, 2016b:93, citing 
Afrobarometer data). The Nigeriens have results to show for it as more politicians 
publicly display their faith and “policy makers are now accountable to a more activist 
Muslim civil society” and “the debate about the role of Islam in politics involves a 
broader public” (Mueller, 2016b:100). Mueller notes that student organizations are also 
becoming more religious. This is a big shift because secularism and French-like notions 
of laicité have long prevailed in Niger. In effect, not only the state but the practice of 
democratic politics (parties, elections, secular civil society) is being disconnected from 
deeper social realities and values. In this case, protests have restored a degree of voice 
to some groups and of embeddedness to the state. In both the Mali and Niger cases, a 
specific political event triggered the actual protests because it was seen as standing in 
unbearable violation to deeply held norms.  

Concerns about religious discrimination might also represent responses to political 
exclusion from politics by Muslim communities. Dowd (2015: 506) suggests that Islamic 
violence in Kenya, Nigeria, and Mali corresponds to “governance practices of political 
and economic marginalization” of Muslims and the timing of the violence is a function of 
“the expansion of the state’s politically exclusionary practices.” Dowd notes that 
deprivations are widespread in Africa and thus unlikely to correlate with violence but 
“the extent and depth of grievances may…differ significantly across geographic 
locations” within a single country (2015: 513). Deprivations or discriminations applied to 
people of a specific identity, like Muslims, might lend themselves to interpretations that 



 

 

 

motivate collective action. She notes that Islamic violence in Africa rises from 2009 
onward, which correlates with the rise in protests.  

Dowd uses survey data from Afrobarometer about the perceptions of respondents 
regarding their status in society to determine to what extent perceived deprivation leads 
to violence. Dowd finds that Islamic violence is more concentrated in regions that report 
higher perceived grievances (2015: 516–517). In addition, Dowd notes that certain state 
actions like Kenya invading Somalia, or Nigeria’s 2011 elections, trigger the motivation 
to act by activating latent grievances (2015: 521–523), a process which parallels the 
effects of the family code and the Charlie Hebdo march in Mali and Niger. 

We found no significant connection between the proportion of a country that is Muslim 
and the number of protests in the latest wave. However, if we multiply the proportion of 
people who are Muslim with the proportion who are not, we can derive an index of 
polarization which peaks when the distribution is 50-50 and diminishes on either side of 
it. We find that this index has a 0.23 correlation with the percentage of protests that are 
motivated by religious grievances (see Figure 7). The relation falls just short of 
statistical significance, and is largely driven by Tanzania, and to a lesser extent by 
Ethiopia and Nigeria. 

FIGURE 7. RELIGIOUS MOTIVATION AND ISLAMIC POLARIZATION (2015) 

 
(Source: SCAD; Englebert and Dunn, 2013) 
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2.5 HOW DOES THE RECLAMATION WAVE DIFFER FROM THE 
LIBERALIZATION WAVE?? 

As mentioned earlier, both democracy and economic concerns featured more 
prominently in the liberalization wave of 1988-1995, which was altogether smaller. It 
makes sense that democracy was more important back then as protests took place 
mostly in regimes that had not yet democratized. Moreover, as Bratton and van de 
Walle (1997) have well demonstrated, it was often economic frustrations, particularly at 
the failure and the high human toll of policies associated with Structural Adjustment 
Programs (SAPs) that motivated people to go in the streets in the first place. They found 
that the more SAPs a country had in the 1980-1989 period, the more protests it had 
from 1985 to 1995. This pattern did not seem to derive from direct economic motivation 
but they suspected that the permanent economic policy dialogue with donors eroded 
governments’ legitimacy (1997:133). They also found that protest then was partly a 
function of the degree of participation allowed in the previous regime, with civilian one-
party regimes showing more protests, possibly because people feared repression less. 
Finally, they observed that the more trade unions, business associations, and media 
publications, the more protests (1997:133-153). 

Today’s protests are quite different in some ways. Although we found a mild correlation 
between the intensity of protests measured by Bratton and van de Walle and current 
protests, it was entirely due to South Africa and Nigeria. Without these two, there is no 
relationship between where protests are taking place now versus then. As we will show 
below, the protest actors were also somewhat different then as they were largely 
composed of civil servants and students, two groups that had often represented the 
support of regimes but that were hit particularly hard by austerity policies (see also 
Walton and Ragin, 1990). Students are part of today’s protests, but not in the same 
leadership role and more as alienated youth than beneficiaries of regimes’ patronage. 
Today’s protests also appear less driven by the same opposition to economic liberalism. 
These are different times and Africans might realize there are few alternative options to 
market reforms, while they may be more consumed by the spread of violence. However, 
their frustration might be deeper and more fundamental in some ways, calling into 
question the dysfunctions of their institutions and the failure of incumbents to properly 
redistribute the benefits from a growth that was inexistent in the 1980s.  

Although there is clearly a variety of motivations and possible interpretations of the 
latest wave, there appears to be significant analytical mileage in thinking of protest as 
an attempt, by a large number of Africans, to reclaim their state and agency over their 
economic future. In this sense, it is a continuation of earlier waves. On several 
occasions over the years, African populations have attempted to appropriate, embed, 
own, or democratize the states they inherited—with their largely oppressive structures 
and biases—from colonialism. Independence, and its wave of protest, was the first such 



 

 

 

attempt. The Liberalization Wave of the 1988-1995 period was another. Yet, many 
Africans today remain largely alienated from their states, which have resisted or 
adapted to the waves of reform (which have also included periods of nationalization, 
market reforms, and decentralization). In some ways, the latest wave of protest is the 
latest attempt by Africans at recapturing and re-appropriating their state, hijacked more 
often than not by a relatively small elite. This is a theme we suggest here and explore 
further in the conclusion of this report.  
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3.0 WHEN DO THEY WANT 
IT? WHY AFRICANS 
PROTEST NOW 

3.1 PROTESTING OUT OF THE BLUE?  
Some countries, like South Africa or Nigeria, seem to have well-established protest 
traditions. Their citizens take to the street with relatively predictable regularity. In many 
other countries, however, protests can be more surprising. As shown in Figure 1, there 
have been historically few protests in Africa. The fact that the number of protests has 
risen dramatically in recent times is an oddity. Some countries, like Niger, typically have 
very low levels of protest, only to face sudden outbursts, as in 2009–2011, that bring 
down regimes that appeared until then legitimate if not entirely popular. 

How can we explain the sudden onset of protests in Africa? How can we make sense of 
the intrinsic discontinuity that protests introduce in politics? While it is unrealistic to 
expect to be able to predict when protests happen, it is possible to complement our 
understanding of the broad motivations of protests discussed in the first section, with a 
closer inspection of (1) the behavioral reasons for sudden protests, (2) the mechanisms 
of mobilization and diffusion which increase protest likelihood at certain points in time, 
and (3) the specific protest triggers that have particular resonance with African citizens.  

3.2 THRESHOLDS AND DISCONTINUITIES 
In most countries, protests are fundamentally discontinuous. They appear to come out 
of nowhere following long periods when all seems quiet, during which observers might 
believe that people broadly acquiesce to the regime and its policies. Social scientists 
have developed some theories to make sense of such “punctuated equilibria,” which 
can help us think about the nature and predictability of African protests.  

One type of theory stresses the “bandwagon” or “snowball” effects of protests. When 
certain conditions are met, protests can quickly escalate as more and more people, who 
would not have been inclined to start the protests, join. They join because they observe 
the level of participation has reached a certain threshold, and believe the cost of protest 
has decreased and its chance of success increased as a result of the participation of 
others. The work of Schelling (1960; 1978) is foundational to this theory. While these 
studies explain why protests can suddenly grow to form massive movements, they offer 



 

 

 

few clues as to why this would happen in some cases and not in others. A good 
example of this can be seen in Burkina’s protests of 2011. These protests started as 
students demonstrated following the death of one of their peers while under police 
arrest. Then, as Harsch (2016: 231) notes, they “cascaded” from student and youth 
demonstrations to labor union marches, market traders’ protests, strikes by judges, 
army and police mutinies, and all the way down to market boycotts by cotton growers.  

Mark Granovetter (1978) offers one possible answer to why protests lead to bandwagon 
effects in some countries and not in others. His main concept is that of “threshold 
distribution.” Different people have different thresholds of when they will decide that the 
level of participation in protests has reached the point where the net benefits of 
participating begin to exceed the net costs. Individuals and societies also differ in their 
threshold levels and distribution. Two countries could have the same average level at 
which people would participate, but their actual threshold distribution might differ. As a 
result, despite similar grievances, one country may see limited protests and the other 
large ones, or one few and the other many. Granovetter’s construct might help make 
sense of observed variations. It can also help define what specific circumstances in 
each country might affect people’s thresholds. However, Granovetter’s construct is 
theoretical which therefore makes it challenging to observe, much less to predict, 
threshold distributions in countries.  

Timur Kuran (1989) offers an interesting variation on this theory, which might be of 
relevance to protests (or the absence thereof) in many of Africa’s more authoritarian 
regimes. In his “prairie fire” theory of revolutions, he suggests that people falsify their 
true beliefs (or “preferences”) in authoritarian regimes, for obvious personal safety 
reasons. The weaker they perceive the opposition to the regime to be, the more they 
hide their desire for change. Yet, sudden “trigger events” might change their 
calculations and reveal their hidden grievances, leading to unanticipated revolutions. A 
government that appeared unshakeable might see its support suddenly crumble 
following events that might have been insignificant in and of themselves, or at other 
times, but which altered the calculus of citizen compliance. Whether these triggers work 
or not will probably be a function of what issues resonate with people and at what time. 
Some apparent triggers in Africa’s recent protest wave are discussed below.  

In a related vein, Andreas Schedler (2006) writes about “electoral authoritarianism,” a 
type of regime that is frequent in Africa, in which elections take place but regimes 
undermine the democratic effectiveness of institutions. In such regimes, Schedler 
suggests the possibility of cyclical inflation of protest as the opposition fights the 
incumbent regime both through elections but also in an attempt to reform institutions, 
building on each concession to push for further reform. When faced with protests about 
unfair elections, incumbents might offer hollow reforms. The opposition nevertheless 
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uses these modest concessions to limit the incumbent’s room for maneuver. Successive 
waves of protest and concessions can unfold that bring about formerly unpredictable 
outcomes. An important insight of Schedler’s work is that formal institutions in electoral 
autocracies might not represent stable equilibria, but merely “temporary truces.” 
Incumbents and opponents do not only compete in elections but also over the basic 
rules of the game. This lack of legitimacy makes these systems more unstable than they 
first appear.  

3.3 DIFFUSION: INFORMATION, COMMUNICATION 
TECHNOLOGIES, AND SOCIAL MEDIA  

There is little doubt that the spread of information and communication technologies 
(ICT), and particularly the use of social media applications like Facebook, Twitter or 
WhatsApp, have facilitated the organization of protests and the mobilization of 
protesters in Africa as elsewhere. By providing rapid information on ongoing protests, 
they probably lessen the threshold of participation of many individuals. Social media 
reduce the costs of information and participation by informing potential protest 
participants of the existing patterns of participation (Gonzalez-Bailon et al., 2014: 265). 
While someone might have hesitated to go protest, she might decide to join because 
she saw on Twitter or Facebook that many others will be there. Oliver and Myers 
(1998:4) note that “Most people spend most of their time going about their daily 
business. They do not think about whether to march in a demonstration, or petition city 
hall, or riot, and their daily discussions with others do not revolve around these 
questions. But hearing about collective action by others can lead people to start 
discussing the question of whether they, too, should do something collective” (1998:12). 
Gonzalez-Bailon et al. (2011) note there is evidence that “recruits to a movement tend 
to be connected [through social media such as Twitter] to others already involved and 
that networks open channels through which influence on behavior spreads.” Moreover, 
they find that social media facilitate collective action by magnifying the leverage of a 
small group of core actors (e.g., those who have many Twitter followers).  

Manacorda and Tesei (2016) relate information technologies to economic conditions. 
Focusing on Africa, they find that, in periods of economic downturn, protest participation 
increases in cell-covered areas relative to uncovered areas. Thus, mobile phones 
contribute to mass mobilization when there is a downturn in the economy. They suspect 
and attempt to show that it does so through “enhanced information” about issues and 
demonstrations and “enhanced coordination” among demonstrators. They call this 
finding the “liberation technology hypothesis.”  

ICT and social media have also been widely credited with contributing to the Arab 
Spring. Antwi-Boateng (2015: 766) stresses that “the two Arab Spring countries in which 
dictators were deposed relatively quickly, Tunisia and Egypt, had the most tech-savvy 



 

 

 

civil society and largest Internet-using populations in the region; the two Arab Spring 
countries in which dictators were deposed only after months of protracted civil war, 
Libya and Yemen, had no such character.” While in relative terms Africa has much 
weaker ICT and social media coverage on average than most other regions of the 
world, there are nevertheless considerable variations in cell phone and Internet 
penetration across the region. Our data suggest that this variation has a significant 
impact on the likelihood of protest. The correlation between Internet penetration and 
protests is 0.65 with South Africa and 0.54 without; with cell phones it is 0.33 with South 
Africa and 0.29 without. All sets of correlations are highly significant. Looking at the 
graph below (Figure 8), there is a definite threshold effect as Internet penetration seems 
to have no effect on protests up to about 30 percent, then picks up dramatically. 
Because so few African countries have reached such a level of penetration, the effect 
on protests is largely limited to Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa.  

FIGURE 8. PROTESTS AND INTERNET ACCESS (1997-2015) 

 
 (Source: ACLED and ECASTATS UNECA) 

Social media has been quite salient in many recent African protests. In Burkina, in 2014, 
although only 4.4 percent of the population had access to the Internet, more than 66 
percent had cell phones. Many used their cell phones to listen to the radio, particularly 
the opposition station Oméga FM, to text and, for some, to follow Facebook and Twitter 
with popular hash tags such as #lwily and #burkina (“Lwily”, meaning “bird” in the Moore 
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language, refers both to the Twitter bird and the bird “lwili pende,” which is often 
represented on traditional Burkinabè fabric). These technologies reinforced the effects 
of the more investigative journalism that had developed over the past few years and had 
contributed to undermining the regime’s credibility. 

In Burundi’s recent crisis of President Nkurunziza’s third term, social media have 
stepped up to replace the independent radio stations which the regime shut down (or 
whose studios it physically destroyed). These social media outlets, which sometimes 
reproduce the messages and analyses of opposition media, are mostly reached through 
cell phones. Because it derives large revenues from cell phones, the government has 
been loath to undermine their use. In addition to carrying news, cell phone networks 
also alert people of regime repression, provide information on arrested individuals, and 
relay pictures to the international media (Vircoulon, 2016). Other recent protest 
instances that used social media include #ThisFlag and #ZimShutDown in Zimbabwe, 
as well as #IEBCMustGO and #StopExtrajudicialKillings in Kenya.  

Another significant change in Africa over the last couple of decades has been the rise in 
commercial media. Commercial radio increased by 360 percent between 2000 and 
2006, and community radio grew by 1,386 percent (ACSS, 2011: 11). Englebert and 
Frère (2015) suggest private commercial radios played a crucial role in broadcasting 
artists that mobilized people against the referendum to change the constitution in 
Burkina in 2014. In Burkina, two popular musicians, reggae artist Sams’K leJah and rap 
singer Smockey led the popular movement against President Compaoré’s attempt to 
extend his time in office for a third term. Sam’sK leJah became popular with a show on 
Ouaga FM radio station in which he alternated music and political commentary. In 2011, 
he released a song whose chorus was “This president, he must go and he will go.” His 
program was suspended and he was fired, becoming a symbol of youth resistance to 
the regime.  

3.4 DIFFUSION: THE ARAB SPRING 
Although it merely displaces the question of “why now?” to another region, it is 
undeniable that Africa’s latest protest wave has followed in the wake of North Africa’s 
“Arab Spring.” Figure 9 captures the time trend of protests for both sub-regions. The 
timing coincidence is significant, as is the fact that the surge in North African protest 
(from 101 in 2010 to 688 in 2011) predates the first big jump in Sub-Saharan African 
protests (from 980 in 2011 to 2,023 in 2012). However, North African protests peak in 
2013 (at a level about 7 times greater than Sub-Saharan Africa per country), whereas 
Sub-Saharan African protests continue to grow thereafter and seem by then to have 
acquired a logic of their own. Preliminary 2016 data, which is not represented in this 
graph, confirms the trend. Extrapolating from the data that ends in May 2016, the totals 
for the year would be 4,980 protests for Sub-Saharan Africa and 1,650 protests for 



 

 

 

North Africa (an uptick of a few hundred). However, even in 2015, the rate of protests 
per country remains about 2.5 times higher in North Africa than South of the Sahara. 
This suggests that protests continue, relatively, to play a smaller role in Sub-Saharan 
politics than in the north.  

FIGURE 9. PROTESTS IN NORTH AND SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 

 
(Source: Adapted from Raleigh and Dowd, 2016) 

It appears the Arab Spring has had some overall contagion effect on African protest, if 
only as a trigger or facilitator. This trigger does not explain by itself the variations in 
protest across Sub-Saharan African countries but helps account for the timing of 
protests, having possibly renewed the attention of Africans to this mode of collective 
action. In the countries that experienced specific grievances, often related to regime or 
economic conditions, the precedent of the Arab Spring might have signaled (with 
bounded rationality if Kurt Weyland [2012] is to be believed) that protest was again a 
profitable avenue to express political voice.4  

If protests were evenly distributed between North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa, we 
would expect a ratio of about 0.9 — this is accurate for most years except for the peak 
of the Arab Spring. However, the long-term trend seems to be resuming since 2015 and 
at much higher levels of protest, possibly hinting that protest is the new reality of African 
politics.  

3.5 SPECIFIC PROTEST TRIGGERS 
Models of sudden protest outburst all assume the existence of specific triggers to 
individual and collective action. In this section we discuss some of the triggers that 
appeared to have resonated most strongly with Africans over the last protest wave.  

                                                 
4 Weyland argued that the diffusion or contagion of ideas may not be a fully rational calculation. People may embrace ideas  that 

appeared successful in other neighboring contexts w ithout a robust assessment of w hether circumstances are the same. In 
doing so they focus on the positive upside of an idea and may not consider fully downside risks of embracing it.  
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3.5.1 Presidential Third Terms and Other “Democratic Breaches” 

Attempts by incumbent presidents to prolong their term in office by revising constitutions 
have provided one of the most common reasons for recent protest mobilization in Africa. 
Some examples include: 

 One of the first instances occurred in Senegal in January 2012 when President 
Abdoulaye Wade announced his candidacy to stand for a third term in the 2012 
election which amounted to an extraconstitutional presidential term. Thousands 
mobilized in protest, led by the opposition and grass-root movement, Y’en a Marre 
(“We’ve had enough”).  

 In June 2012, tens of thousands of Togolese, led by opposition parties, protested 
electoral reforms made in favor of the ruling party and demanded an end to the 
system allowing unlimited presidential terms. Thousands again mobilized in 
November 2012 for the same cause.  

 In October 2014, a proposed constitutional change to the electoral law and 
extension of the presidential term limit drew tens of thousands in the streets of 
Burkina Faso, leading to the overthrow of the president (discussed further in Section 
8.0).  

 In January 2015, a few hundred individuals engaged in violent and heavily repressed 
protest of a proposed extension of the presidential term limit in the DRC (discussed 
further in Section 8.0).  

 In April 2015, thousands of youth and opposition members demonstrated in the 
streets of Burundi (before the government unleashed a violent wave of repression) 
against the constitutional court’s declaration of President Pierre Nkurunziza’s third-
term candidacy as valid.5  

This spate of protests demonstrates term limits are not just a concern of aid donors. 
Afrobarometer (Dispatch 30, May 25, 2015) shows that 75 percent of Africans (across 
29 polled states) support them.  

While these attempts generated significant protest pushback, similar initiatives in other 
countries yielded much less mobilization. In Republic of the Congo and Rwanda (two 
rather authoritarian regimes), incumbents were able to pass constitutional revisions with 
very limited open protest. In Cameroon, earlier similar reforms also passed relatively 
easily. The protests also differed in their outcomes. Presidents lost power over such 
protests in Burkina and Niger, and the incumbent was defeated in Senegal. In Burundi 
the president remains in power for a third term irrespective of protests, while in the DRC 
the regime has succeeded at de facto postponing the elections but (not yet) at changing 
the constitution.  

                                                 

5  Material in this paragraph derived from Carothers and Youngs (2015). 



 

 

 

The mobilization against third-terms illustrate that protesters seek to restore substance 
to democracy and reclaim their state as embodied in the constitution. People protest 
when incumbents play by the letter but not the spirit of the law and try to renege on 
effective democratic commitments or bargains, or on guarantees of alternation in power.  

Data suggests that time in office does not matter significantly for third-term or overall 
protests. Repression might influence the outcome, but it does not necessarily affect the 
likelihood to protest, unless potential protesters anticipate repression. This report 
returns to the general importance of a regime’s repressive capacity below. However, the 
potential for violence of a regime, particularly the likelihood of police brutality, seems to 
favor protest. The most recent instance of protests in Kenya derive directly from police 
abuses (see Section 8.0). Across the continent there appears to be a significant 
negative correlation (-0.55 without South Africa) between trust in police, arguably a 
function of police abuse, and protest. Kenya and Nigeria, which have notoriously violent 
and unaccountable police forces, largely drive the relationship (Figure 10). 

FIGURE 10. PROTESTS AND TRUST IN THE POLICE 

 
 (Source: Afrobarometer, ACLED) 

3.5.2 Elections 

Are elections a trigger for protest? The propensity for violence of African elections is 
well known, and elections are one of the motivations of protest identified by SCAD. 
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However, to what extent do elections themselves cause people to start protesting? In 
2013, Guinean youth and opposition members protested against alleged election fraud. 
However, there does not appear to be any significant timing effect on protests during 
election years in general. South Africans aside, however, Africans are more likely to 
protest when they find that elections are not free and fair or when they perceive to lack 
choice in candidates. This seems to highlight that at least some types of protest in 
Africa are about the insufficiencies of allegedly democratic regimes.  

TABLE 1. PROTESTS AND FAIRNESS OF ELECTIONS 

Correlation between protests and With South Africa Without South 
Africa 

Perception of freedom to vote who you choose for -0.18 -0.26 
Perception of election as free & fair -0.07 -0.25 
(Source: Afrobarometer, 2016; Raleigh and Dowd, 2016) 

3.5.3 Material Breaches of the Social Contract  

In addition to breaches of the political social contract, such as constitutional changes, 
police abuse, or flawed elections, material breaches of the social contract might also 
mobilize Africans to protest. Many protests seem in part triggered by grievances about 
the cost of living. The “bread” or “fuel” riots are cases in point. These issues appear 
particularly powerful at getting the urban underclass into the streets, which typically act 
as a multiplier of mobilization. Similarly, reduction of scholarships for students or 
changes in university fees tend to mobilize students who are generally more likely to 
demonstrate than older generations. For example, in the fall of 2015, students protested 
against fee hikes in South Africa and were successful at repealing the measures.  

The focus on a specific trigger can miss the broader issues that motivate protest. 
African “food riots” are “caused by a more complex set of factors, including citizen 
dissatisfaction” with the state (Sneyd et al., 2013). Evidence suggests this is also the 
case with protests triggered by frustration with local service delivery and corruption of 
officials. Corruption is so widespread in Africa as to be unrelated to the onset of 
protests; yet, local corruption, particularly when it makes life unnecessarily difficult and 
leads to inequality, seems to provoke mobilization. Hence, many movements make 
direct or indirect references to corruption and to the extent to which citizens are fed up 
with it: Y’en a Marre (We’ve had enough) in Senegal, Balai Citoyen (Citizen broom) in 
Burkina, Ça Suffit Comme Ça (Enough now) in Gabon, Trop C’est Trop (Too much is 
too much) in Chad, Girifna (We are fed up) in Sudan, and the #WeAreTired hashtag by 
Occupy Kenya (McConnell, 2014).  

Corruption is unlikely to be a breach of the social contract of many African states. Yet, 
the evidence that corruption creates inequality and the failure of its beneficiaries to 
redistribute their gains might be normatively unacceptable and combine to produce 



 

 

 

protests. Complaints about corruption are not something abstract. Africans know about 
the corruption of their elites, which has existed for a long time without provoking 
protests. However, economic growth and globalization have led more Africans to expect 
more or better services. When these do not manifest, Africans blame corrupt authorities, 
or couch it in a corruption narrative to appeal to donors or create common grounds for 
collective action. 

Protests that invoke corruption are almost always about some failure of the local state to 
deliver public goods. Indeed, complaints about basic services almost automatically 
dovetail into governance grievances, as the lack of service is seen as due to corruption 
and lack of accountability of officials. Lynch (2012: 347) reminds us that in South Africa 
protest “of the poor” is “inherently political and stands as a protest against the African 
National Congress (ANC) government’s failure to provide basic services and a decent 
standard of living.” Lodge and Mottiar (2016) also note that “protests often cite lack of 
accountability and misbehaviour of local government officials.” LeBas (2016: 170) 
argues that “Africans’ expectations of their governments continue to rise” and that the 
insufficient response of hardly democratic governments then leads to protest. ACSS 
(2011: 7) also notes the “raised […] expectations African citizens have of their 
governments.” According to Lodge and Mottiar (2016: 821), “Situated mostly in poor 
neighbourhoods, [South African] protesters framed their grievances as material 
demands for water, sewage systems, street lighting, roads, housing, as well as jobs.”  

TABLE 2. PROTESTS, GOVERNMENT PERFORMANCE, AND CORRUPTION  

Protest correlation With  With South Africa Without South 
Africa 

Members of Parliament listen to constituents  -0.15 -0.31 
Local government councilors listen to constituents -0.26 -0.35 
Job performance of president / prime minister -0.12 -0.15 
Job performance of parliament -0.04 -0.20 
Job performance of local government -0.28 -0.32 
Corrupt president / prime minister -0.04 -0.10 
Corrupt parliament  0.15  0.20 
Corrupt government officials  0.12 0.10 
Corrupt local government  0.37 0.33 
Corrupt judges -0.15 -0.19 
(Source: Afrobarometer, 2016; Raleigh and Dowd, 2016) 

Notes: 30 observations with South Africa. Figures not in bold are not statistically significant. 

Afrobarometer data provides support for the idea that Africans protest the poor quality of 
public services. What is particularly striking in the data (Table 2) is that the correlation 
between protest and national institutions is not statistically significant but the 
correlations are significant between protest levels and local government performance. 
Africans might know that their national leaders are inefficient and corrupt and feel there 
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is little they can do about it. However, they suffer directly from poor performance and 
corrupt authorities at the local level and appear much more likely to mobilize against it.  

Breaches of the material social contract also favor protests to the extent that they are 
more likely to involve the urban poor whose grievances focus on “service delivery and 
against uncaring, self-serving, and corrupt leaders of municipalities…including a sense 
of injustice arising from the realities of persistent inequality” (Alexander, 2010).  

Although 44 percent of protests in general have the central government as their target, 
54 percent of those focused on economic, food, and education issues. However, those 
who mobilize around these issues are not more likely to protest against regional 
governments. It is important to note that the data in Table 2 appear contradictory with 
corruption of parliament and president holding opposite signs. Future work should see 
the extent to which decentralization might affect this result. Ernest Harsch (2016) has 
found that decentralization in Burkina Faso shifted protests away from the central state 
toward municipal administrations. Decentralization could not only displace protest but 
also reduce it. Potential protesters might see decentralization as mitigating the 
perceived unfair sharing of government benefits and revenue. It might not reduce 
corruption but let more people partake in it. Efforts to allow Members of Parliament 
(MPs) to have their own personal constituency development funds are also a 
recognition of patronage norms in Africa.  

 
  



 

 

 

4.0 WHO PROTESTS? 
It is hard to make full sense of protest motivation and triggers without knowing who the 
protesters are. Unfortunately, this information is hard to get. Afrobarometer surveys ask 
people about their professional occupation and employment status and this information 
can be related to whether respondents say they have demonstrated in the past. 
However, there are only 332 observations (out of more than 46,000 respondents) with 
data on professional occupation and protest participation, and only 52 who actually 
participated in protest, making any quantitative analysis impossible. Lisa Mueller (2016: 
113) did attempt the exercise for Rounds 2 and 3 of the Afrobarometer, which predate 
the current protest wave. She found that 30 percent of protesters were farmers, 11 
percent informal sector workers, 10 percent students, 10 percent formal sector workers, 
8 percent domestic workers, 8 percent artisans, 7 percent businesspeople, 6 percent 
civil servants, 6 percent teachers, 2 percent miners, and 35 percent others. Since most 
protests are urban, “farmers” are likely to include urban dwellers who engage in urban 
and peri-urban subsistence farming. Together with informal workers, domestic workers, 
and artisans, they can probably be categorized as “lower classes,” which would then 
include up to 57 percent of demonstrators.  

Data on employment status is more plentiful. The Afrobarometer question asks: “Do you 
have a job that pays a cash income? If yes, is it full-time or part-time? If no, are you 
presently looking for a job?” Possible answers are “0=No (not looking), 1=No (looking), 
2=Yes, part time, 3= Yes, full time.”6 However, the distribution of respondents amid 
these categories does not differ meaningfully between those who report protesting and 
those who do not. Given the data limitation, a different approach is used in the following 
sections, trying to infer who protests from some case studies and from secondary 
sources in the literature. 

TABLE 3. PROTESTS AND EMPLOYMENT STATUS 

   Protests  Does not protest    
Unemployed (%) 47.7    51.6 
Part-Time (%)  19.1    16.7 
Full-Time (%)  33.6    31.9  
Total (n)  1,541    7,757     
(Source: Afrobarometer, 2015 [Round 6]); units are individuals who answered the question about whether 
they had demonstrated in the past twelve months. 

                                                 
6  There are no “0” responses in the data. 
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4.1 IS IT THE RISING MIDDLE CLASS? 
There has been a strong narrative regarding the rise of a middle class in Africa since an 
African Development Bank (2010) study offered a new measurement of the size of the 
middle class across African countries. The study was flawed in many ways, particularly 
as it considered middle class anyone with a daily income above $2 and below $20. Yet, 
it pointed to the structural transformations of at least some African societies in the wake 
of more than a decade of steady growth.  

One of the most popular ideas is that the middle class embraces democracy and is fed 
up with the restrictions of existing regimes. The middle class is demonstrating in support 
of its demands for greater rule of law, lesser corruption, and more accountability, and in 
response to authoritarian backsliding. Based on her study of the protests against 
Amadou Tandja in Niger in 2009-11 and against Abdoulaye Wade in Senegal in 2012, 
Lisa Mueller (2016: 12) most clearly articulates this perspective: “Africa’s third wave of 
protests resulted when middle-class people reacted to sudden political events by 
deploying their talents and resources to mobilize poor people…Middle-class political 
grievances help explain the timing of protests, while lower-class material grievances 
help explain protest participation.” Mueller identifies three dimensions: the existence of 
a middle class, its mobilization of a lower class (addressed further in the following 
section), and political triggers. Interestingly, for the middle class, it is politics, not 
economics, that triggers the protest behavior, such as the “democratic breaches” 
discussed earlier (which Mueller coined).  

For the African middle class to protest against the state, it must have become 
increasingly autonomous from it. Mueller argues that this is the case but does not 
provide evidence (2016:18). Leonardo Arriola (2013) has also suggested that 
successful opposition coalitions in Africa relied on funding from relatively autonomous 
business elites. However, Africa’s middle class has historically been state-dependent 
(Sklar, 1979; Boone, 1994). It is possible that a transformation away from state 
parasitism is taking place but, given the commodity-sector foundation of Africa’s growth 
and its tethering to the state, this evolution should not be taken for granted. 
Nonetheless, using Afrobarometer data, Nic Cheeseman (2014), does find a positive 
effect on support for democracy from education, employment and wealth in Kenya 
(although he also shows that ethnicity continues to hamper the democratic potential of 
the Kenyan middle class). 

Another possibility is that as the middle class grows, irrespective of its autonomy from 
the state, its members acquire more organizational power because of their increased 
resources. Better transport, communication, and economic specialization, facilitates 
protest organization. Middle classness is also about having more free time and money, 
which afford participation in civil society (Vanhanen, 2004). Hence, organizational 



 

 

 

capacity matters in addition to potential democratic aspirations. Moreover, middle class 
status might also involve changes in value systems. Perhaps Africa has not yet reached 
the post-industrial, post survivalist values that Inglehart (1997) says characterize the 
Western world (see below). However, the relative modernization that has come with 
growth has introduced consumer goods and status competition among many, and 
possibly intensified the desire to enter the money economy.  

A middle-class-based explanation of African protest has the advantage of reconciling 
the increase in protest with economic growth. Yet, although Fox and Bell (2016: 61) find 
a positive effect of GDP per capita with protest incidence, which they find “consistent 
with resource mobilization theories,” their data indicate a negative impact of GDP 
growth on protest. This negative impact of GDP growth on protests is somewhat 
intuitive as better economic conditions would potentially lessen grievances, but also 
leaves the paradox of African growth and rising protests unexplained.  

There is no significant correlation between the percentage of a country that is middle-
class, as defined by the African Development Bank, and protest intensity in the latest 
wave. However, there is a very significant correlation of 0.71 with the absolute size of  

FIGURE 11. PROTESTS AND THE MIDDLE CLASS 

 
(Excluding Nigeria and South Africa. Source: ACLED, African Development Bank , 2010) 
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the middle class (see Figure 11). Even without Nigeria and South Africa, the correlation 
remains very significant at 0.59. This does not mean that it is the middle class that is in 
the streets, but it does suggest a strong association between its rise and the likelihood 
of protests. 

 

4.2 BUT WHO IS REALLY IN THE STREETS? THE ROLE OF URBAN 
YOUTH AND THE DISPOSSESSED 

While a lot of observers see middle-class aspirations behind the protests, actual middle 
class participants are probably more often a minority of demonstrators, while youth 
(students and/or unemployed youth) and the urban underclass seem to form the bulk of 
demonstrators (Branch and Mampilly, 2015; Mueller, 2016). As discussed earlier, 
Africa’s recent growth has left many people behind. By raising expectations but not 
delivering on them, Africa’s recent growth might have increased the sense of alienation 
of the poorer people, or of aspirants to middle class status, like students. 

One important characteristic of the urban underclass is its youth. Africa’s youth, 
particularly the least educated ones, tend to be unemployed or underemployed, yet 
have developed increasingly globalized cultural profiles that connect them with 
mobilizing narratives from elsewhere. Philipps (2016: 8) notes: 

Unemployed urban youth were one of the central forces in recent social 
movements [in Guinea]…and labour issues often played an important 
role…young men in Guinea-Conakry have given their neighbourhoods the names 
of prominent global war scenes they see on television: Baghdad, Gaza, Kabul, 
Tora Bora; since 2011, the label Benghazi has been added. Many of the capital 
city’s young men use these names to tap into the fame of global media attention 
in an almost-forgotten nation (were it not for the recent Ebola outbreak) and 
associate their protests against the government with a diffuse rebellion of the 
powerless against the powerful. 

Yet, interestingly, Phillips’ (2016:10) insights suggests the degree to which this youth 
can be instrumentalized. He finds that there are “networks” that connect young men to 
Guinean politicians:  

[O]pposition parties regularly paid local youth formations, so-called staffs, clans 
and gangs, for rallying and mobilising the youth from their neighbourhoods for 
protests and demonstrations. Unemployed youth were promised prospective 
careers in the army once the government were to be overthrown…[In Uganda,] 
opposition groups and government institutions also employ a vast number of 
intermediate groups to organise the urban masses of political society in their 
favour. These intermediate bodies include student organisations, journalists, 



 

 

 

NGOs [non-governmental organizations], youth associations and criminal 
entities. Some of these groups, such as the Mugati Party based at Makerere 
University, can be used by any political side willing to pay money for political 
manipulation, such as tearing down election posters or spreading rumours. Rank-
and-file members of Ki-Face, Uganda’s supposedly largest criminal squad, 
confided that their branch leader (‘a real gentleman who drives nice cars’) is in 
touch with politicians. They attack or protect these politicians in protests and 
election campaign rallies, oftentimes without knowing them, or knowing them 
only through a photo that the branch leader shows them beforehand. Social 
movements such as the Save Mabira Forest campaign in 2007 are riddled with 
such subterranean politics. 

This important evidence points to an instrumental view of the potential alliance between 
the middle class and the lower classes suggested by Mueller (2016). It also adds 
nuance to the democratic nature of protests. While the youth in the streets might be 
merely seeking economic advantage, weak opponents instrumentalize their protest 
potential to strengthen their own leverage over regimes that they fail otherwise to hold 
accountable. The urban youth might also be manipulated into protests by incumbents. 
Ellman and Wantchekon (2000) find that, in elections in which the stronger party 
controls the source of political unrest, it can instigate riots if it loses the election.  

Alcinda Honwana’s (2013a; 2013b) notion of “waithood” directly relates to youth 
participation in African protests. Honwana notes that most protesters are young 
because Africans have to wait longer and longer for their lives to come together due to 
the failure of economies to provide them with meaningful opportunities. Youth becomes 
more a social construct than just an age: “young people’s expectations are 
simultaneously raised by the new technologies of information and communication that 
connect them to global cultures, and constrained by the limited prospects and 
opportunities in their daily lives” (Honwana, 2013a).  

The youth phenomenon is somewhat visible in Mueller (2016:158) who finds the 
relationship between low expectations of upward mobility and the likelihood of 
protesting weakens with age. Similarly, students often demonstrate because they have 
diminished expectations, as happened with school fees in South Africa in 2015. In the 
Arab Spring too, it is believed that high youth unemployment contributed to protests 
(Antwi-Boateng, 2015: 758). With 70 percent of Africa’s population under the age of 30 
(ACSS, 2011: 21), this factor is likely to remain a crucial trigger in years to come. 

Focus groups with university students in Burkina Faso in July 2014 (youth who had only 
known the Compaoré regime since their birth) highlighted the anger and despair that 
economic conditions brought about, including a keen sense of the political origins of 
their economic predicament: “we are not taken into account. We are left by the 
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wayside…The government controls us through poverty as we end up selling our votes… 
we go from frustrations to frustrations…it takes six to eight years to graduate from 
university. Then you struggle just to find an internship. Then you cannot find a job. To 
have a house one day is just a dream for us…but there is a youth awakening…it is fear 
that keeps the regime going…We must stop being afraid … we cannot let despair win.”7 
These were telling words, coming as they did a mere three months before largely youth-
driven protests would bring down the regime of Blaise Compaoré. 

4.3 WHERE DOES CIVIL SOCIETY FIT IN? 
Civil society organizations (CSOs) have been important actors in Africa’s 
democratization efforts, and often crucial partners in USAID’s support and promotion of 
democracy in Africa (and in the implementation of other projects). Typically, CSOs are 
formally organized and recognized by their government and aid partners, and have 
specific agendas, often in advocacy or service delivery. Protests, in contrast, are often 
diffuse, with unclear leadership and a multitude of actors. How do CSOs relate to 
protest? To what extent does protest build upon civil society or undermine it? 

Although protests are not the most common form of political action for CSOs, many 
among them, particularly those involved in governance, human rights and legal defense, 
have actually been actively involved in some of the largest and most significant protests 
of the last few years. They have been particularly successful when they have 
participated in broader coalitions with unions, religious organizations, market traders, 
taxi drivers and other groups, whose networks and leadership hierarchies have helped 
sustain protests and articulate demands.  

In Burkina Faso, CSOs, including new grass-root groups like Balai Citoyen that do not 
conform to conventional notions of civil society but are closer to social movements, 
were at the forefront of the October 2014 movement. As the case study below makes 
clear, they included an Anti-Referendum Collective (CAR), which had been formed in 
early 2014 and contained 365 associations. Later, a “Citizens’ Resistance Front” was 
set up with another two dozen CSOs, both of which actively participated in protests. It is 
too early to say whether the recent protests against corruption and economic 
mismanagement in Zimbabwe will be any more successful than preceding ones, but a 
collective strike was a success in early July 2016 in part because it involved a multitude 
of groups around CSOs. A leader from a church group, provided the framing for a 
movement that involved taxi drivers, teachers, doctors and nurses, and other civil 
servants.  

                                                 
7  Interview  by author, Ouagadougou, July 2014. 



 

 

 

In contrast, in the recent mobilization against President Kabila’s extension in power, a 
few grass-root social-movement-like NGOs have also been active, such as Lucha and 
Filimbi (see case study below). But the main civil-society platforms, which tend to be 
very hierarchical and suffer from significant internal divisions, have remained largely out 
of the struggle, with the consequence that the movement against Kabila’s third-turn has 
weakened. Most of them are not included in the latest “Citizen Front,” which also fails to 
include some official participation by church groups. Similarly, in 2011, the “Walk to 
Work” movement in Uganda fizzled away after CSOs stayed largely out of it in an effort 
to remain apolitical. In the “Occupy Nigeria” movement of 2012, unions and CSOs were 
unable to maintain their alliance as unions separately negotiated an end to the protests 
in exchange for economic concessions that fell short of the broader agenda of the 
movement (see case study below).  

The preliminary evidence suggests, therefore, that when CSOs participate in protests 
and act as facilitators of coalitions, the likelihood of protest success increases. Of 
course, CSO participation itself is likely to be a function of the type of protest and the  

FIGURE 12. PROTESTS AND CIVIL ORGANIZATION SUSTAINABILITY INDEX 

(1997-2015) 

 
(Source: ACLED, USAID) 
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kind of agenda they promote. This insight suggests that broader agendas, reaching 
beyond mere food riots for example, are more likely to involve CSOs and are thus more 
likely to yield some result, provided CSOs are able to maintain coalitions among 
multiple actors. 

This degree of CSO capacity is a function of their own sustainability. As Figure 12 
indicates, USAID’s Civil Society Organizations Sustainability Index (CSOSI) for the 
years 2012-2015 shows indeed a strong positive association with protest, but only for 
25 countries (30 in 2015) in a limited number of countries. The correlation is 0.43, 
largely driven by South Africa (it remains significant, at 0.17, without South Africa). 
Kenya and Nigeria also largely drive the trend in the data.  

Interestingly, the relationship between CSOs’ effectiveness and protest depends on the 
degree of democracy of a country. In countries that are more democratic than the 
average, protests rise steeply with CSO sustainability (the correlation is 0.59). For 
countries below the mean, there is no such effect (the correlation is insignificant at 
0.12). Although it bears repeating that this data does not indicate direct participation in 
protests by CSOs, such finding seems to contradict notions that protests represent the 
politics of those who find themselves neither in the state nor in parties nor in civil society 
(Oliver et al., 2003:4-5). On the contrary, protests seem to be associated with a strong 
civil society and might be part of the toolbox of political action of such formal groups.  

Other sources suggest that CSOs might contribute to mobilization in protests. Pilati 
(2011), for example, finds that “the more individuals are engaged in organizations, 
excluding religious organizations, the more they mobilize.” Using Afrobarometer data, 
Mueller (2016:112) also finds that protesters are more likely than non-protesters to have 
attended community meetings and to belong to religious groups.  

CSO sustainability scores do not only deal with intrinsic qualities of CSOs but also 
include a component about the legal environment in which they operate, and which can 
be more or less propitious. In many countries, democratic backsliding has come in part 
through legislation restricting CSOs’ autonomy and financial viability. Such legal 
environment as well as other factors helping or harming civil society organizational 
formation can be very important to whether groups of professional lawyers, doctors, 
bankers, etc., can play the influential role as middle class leaders. However, and 
somewhat surprisingly, we found no relationship at all between the quality of civil 
society’s legal environment and protests, once South Africa is excluded. If South Africa 
is included, then the better the legal environment, the more protest. In general, such a 
relationship could be partly explained by the safety to demonstrate in countries with 
more enabling legal environments. It is possible that, outside of South Africa, the legal 
environment has limited bearing on the effective status of CSOs, or that the safety of a 
better environment is counteracted by a decline in grievances in the same countries. 



 

 

 

 

5.0 HOW DO THEY 
PROTEST? 

Not all protests are the same. Some protests are peaceful and non-violent, while others 
turn into riots and looting. Some include no more than a dozen people, while others can 
reach a million protestors. Understanding what accounts for these differences matters 
not only for their own sake but also to identify policy implications. A donor like USAID 
will obviously not be able to relate to protest groups that engage in violence in the same 
way it could with non-violent ones, even though political violence can at times be 
productive of democratic outcomes. 

5.1 BURNING DOWN THE HOUSE: VIOLENCE, ANGER, AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY 

As Figure 1 at the beginning of this report illustrated, most protests in Africa are non-
violent, by a ratio of 2:1. Nonetheless there is a significant portion of violent protests and 
it is on the rise. Still, there are important instances where protests are not only peaceful 
but also aimed at condemning violence. In Kenya, there were protests after the 2007  

FIGURE 13. PROPENSITY FOR VIOLENCE IN PROTESTS 

 
(Source: ACLED) 
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electoral violence in opposition to the violence. In Niger, where protesters have at times 
unleashed violence to challenge the alleged lack of Islamic piety of their rulers, there 
have been several large protests over the last couple of years to denounce Boko Haram 
and its violent actions (Gettleman, 2016). Nonetheless, as the graph below shows, a 
significant number of countries witness violence in more than 20 percent of protests.  

What turns protests violent? There are few variables that produce a compelling 
association with violent propensity (which we define as the ratio of riots to the sum of 
nonviolent protests and riots). We found no relation with urban population, middle class 
or Islamic polarization. However, we did find that violent protests are significantly more 
likely in election years (36 percent versus 26 percent during non-election years). Oddly, 
violent propensity is also greater in more democratic countries. Countries less 
democratic than the average see 25 percent of violent protests; those above it 32 
percent, a very significant difference. This finding could be partly a function of the fact 
that African democracy rankings might be on the generous side and citizens might 
actually be frustrated with their hybrid democracies, while those in genuinely non-
democratic countries do not have the room to riot given likely repression (a hypothesis 
we return to below).  

This interpretation might find support in the observation that, even in relatively 
democratic regimes, violence can be rational. Africa’s semi-democratic regimes still 
have limited accountability, rule of law and policy responsiveness. There is, however, 
some limited evidence that these regimes might respond to demonstrations of anger 
embodied in violent action. In Kenya, for example, boarding school children set their 
schools on fire to protest the perceived corruption and mismanagement of principals 
(Cooper, 2014). In Mozambique, “Thousands of young Mozambicans staged riots in 
Maputo in early September 2010, to protest a substantial rise in the prices of bread, 
water, and fuel. Using text messaging to mobilize their age-mates, they blocked the 
streets, burned tires, and confronted the police. The escalation of these protests forced 
the government to concede and reverse the price hikes” (Onwana, 2013). Anger and 
legitimacy issues were also part of the Buganda riots in Uganda in 2009, after President 
Museveni tried to prevent the Buganda king, the Kabaka, from going to a region of the 
country where his traditional authority is controversial. Buganda youth set up barricades 
and lit bonfires. Although their anger was largely directed at Ankole ethnics (Museveni’s 
group) and Asians, they were temporarily able, through violence to impose “an 
alternative political and social order […] in the streets, one in which the true authority, 
the Kabaka, was returned to his rightful place above the Museveni regime” (Branch and 
Mampilly, 2015: 124).8  

                                                 
8  Discussions w ith a USAID staff suggested this is far from an African monopoly. Protesters burn trash in Haiti in order to shut 

dow n Port au Prince, w hich seems to compel the government to take action, as w ith providing tent schools after the 2010 
earthquake.  



 

 

 

Does such anger represent a different kind of accountability, particularly for groups 
excluded from formal institutions (as the children in Kenyan schools would be)? In 
South Africa, Dawson (2014) notes that, “Protests were understood by many protesters 
as a principal means of bargaining with the state to attain higher levels of service 
delivery or government responsiveness. Some informants believed a public display of 
violence was required to attract the attention of the government and, in particular, high-
profile ANC cadres. If you want your crisis to be attended to you must do something 
important. Maybe you can burn buses or whatever. By not doing that you cannot be 
attended to. They can’t hear you.” Protests might be rational if governments respond to 
it while they ignore the expression of voice through formal institutions. Therefore, 
violence might relate to a lack of accountability, at least toward certain groups. It is 
plausible, particularly, that urban underclasses typically have no voice in politics, and 
probably tend to be associated with violence more than other groups. The disruptive 
power of violent protest might be the leverage of the voiceless.  

5.2 DOES SIZE MATTER?  
Some protests bring together a handful of people; others tens of thousands protestors. 
What determines such variation? Altogether, the average sub-Saharan protest is rather 
small, between 10 and 100 participants. 

FIGURE 14. PROTEST SIZE AND POLITICAL RIGHTS (2015) 

 
      (Source: Freedom House, ACLED) 
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As Figure 14 shows, size is definitely a function of democracy; the more democratic a 
country, the more people are allowed to protest, and the greater the protests can be.9 
However, while larger protests take place in more democratic countries, they also tend 
to be more violent than their smaller counterparts (Figure 15). This makes some intuitive 
sense as the more people participate, the more likely some elements will resort to 
looting or other acts of violence.  

FIGURE 15. VIOLENT PROTESTS AND SIZE 

 
        (Source: SCAD, ACLED) 

Interestingly, the average size of protests during the latest wave seems to be declining 
somewhat. In 2010, it was 2.9; in 2011, 3.3; it then declined to 2.8, 2.6, and 2.4 over the 
next three years, suggesting that the typical African protest nowadays brings together 
fewer than 100 people. To some extent, this might suggest that protests have become a 
regular part of the lexicon of political action and are being resorted to more easily than 
before and even short of large-scale mobilization. But we found no significant 
association between protest size and most other variables, including subsequent 
changes in democracy, indicating that there is not a particular effect of protest size on 
outcomes. This could be partly due to the limited range of protest size in the years 
under consideration, with very few protests in our data exceeding 10,000 
demonstrators. 

                                                 

9  For the variable size in this graph, 1 = less than 10; 2 = 10 to 100; 3 = 101 to 1,000; and 4 = 1,001 to 10,000. These are 
average sizes of protest for the period 2011-2015. 



 

 

 

 

6.0 WHAT CONDITIONS 
FAVOR OR INHIBIT 
PROTESTS? 

Irrespective of what protesters want, who they are, how they behave, etc., there are 
conditions that can promote or inhibit opportunities to protest. One of them is the type of 
regime. Of course, protests are often about the type of regime, as when people demand 
more democracy or push back against democratic backsliding. But irrespective of the 
actual demands, the nature of the regime makes protest more or less possible. A 
second, related, condition is the willingness of the regime to push back and repress 
protesters. Such repressive propensity seems to be related to the extent of unity of the 
regime and its security services, and to donor pressures.  

6.1 GOLDILOCKS REGIMES: NEITHER TOO DEMOCRATIC NOR 
TOO AUTHORITARIAN 

Strongly authoritarian states with the will and the means to repress dissent face few 
demonstrations. Liberal states that are generally quick to respond to public discontent 
tend to remove the causes for discontent more quickly and face fewer protests. 
Between the liberal and the aggressive authoritarian are many hybrid regimes that more 
or less permit free speech and protest, but that also fall significantly short on several 
dimensions of democracy and are often weak or ineffective in delivering public services 
or responding to emerging crises. The evidence suggests that these middle states face 
more protest because they frustrate people’s expectations, and neither repress protest 
effectively or respond positively to fix the sources of popular discontent. Figure 16 
illustrates this inverted U-shaped relationship. South Africa again stands as an outlier, 
but abstracting from it, the graph shows low protests in very authoritarian regimes, more 
protests in hybrid regimes, and fewer protests again in very democratic regimes. 
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FIGURE16. PROTEST AND REGIME TYPE (1997-2013) 

 
         (Source: Polity IV, ACLED) 

The mean number of protests is 5.2 in countries in the bottom quartile (most 
authoritarian). It then rises to 12.9 for semi-authoritarian regimes and 19 for semi-
democratic regimes, before falling back to 12.5 in most democratic regimes.  

Protests could come as a function of denied aspirations of access to power. In 
completely authoritarian regimes, people do not have such unrealistic aspirations, and 
protests are low (they are also risky). In hybrid regimes, people have tasted some 
freedoms but are still short on genuine democracy, which maximizes the grievances for 



 

 

 

protests while reducing their risk. In genuine democracies, people protest less as they 
have fewer grievances. 

There is significant scholarship on this non-linear relationship. Looking at protests over 
international food prices between 1960 and 2006, Hendrix et al. (2009) find that hybrid 
regimes account for most of the protests. Fox and Bell (2016: 58) argue that “In 
countries with nascent democratic institutions, which are not yet perceived to be wholly 
legitimate, the mismatch between public expectations and the actual performance of de 
jure institutions may drive citizens into the street…Consequently, countries with hybrid 
regimes are theoretically likely to experience more protests than ‘strong’ or stable 
autocracies or democracies, and the existing evidence supports this proposition.”  

Fox and Bell’s (2016) argument is germane to Samuel Huntington’s (1968) classic 
thesis that in the process of development, societies form expectations that regimes 
cannot meet fast enough, leading to political disorder. In Africa, there is little doubt that 
the wave of democratization of the early 1990s raised expectations of accountability, 
voice, better governance and even development. Most incumbent regimes have since 
adapted and tamed the most threatening parts of democratization, leaving citizens’ 
expectations unfulfilled and frustrated. Protests can be seen as both claiming an 
adjustment between expectations and reality and forming new expectations of 
participation for the future.  

There are other hypotheses in the literature, including the argument that democracies 
are too weak to prevent protest and thus have more of it. Citing Chenoweth and 
Stephan (2011) as well as Tilly and Tarrow (2007), Fox and Bell (2016: 58) again 
suggest that “the political opportunity structure” is more favorable to protests “in 
democratic countries where civil society organizations are allowed to operate 
independently, political competition is permitted, and free speech is protected.” Indeed, 
they find “a weakly positive and non-linear association between democracy and 
protest.” We find the same pattern when South Africa is included, but not without it.  

6.2 REPRESSION 
What is the relationship between protests and regime repression of protests? This is an 
empirically different question from the nature of the regime discussed above, as protest 
repression happens in many different regimes. However, protesters might react to 
repression differently as a function of their own expectations of regime behavior. In a 
place like Zimbabwe, people might be used to seeing opponents arrested or even 
tortured and disappeared. In South Africa, on the other hand, killing protesters as 
happened with striking miners in Marikana in 2012 is unbearable and likely to unleash 
more protests. Two questions arise: First, does protest repression undermine protest or 
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does it unleash the fury of protesters? Second, does repression play differently in more 
democratic regimes? 

The data is rather unambiguous. The more protests, the more violence against 
protesters, and vice versa. Including South Africa, the correlation between protests and 
violence against protesters (1997-2015) is 0.61. Without South Africa, the correlations is 
even stronger at 0.66. Figure 17 illustrates the relationship. ACLED’s codebook defines 
violence against civilians as “deliberate violent acts perpetrated by an organized political 
group such as a rebel, militia or government force against unarmed non-combatants. 
These conflict events harm or kill civilians […] There is no minimum number of victims 
needed to qualify as an ACLED event.” We refined the variable by limiting it to civilians 
who are protesters and to violence perpetrated by government actors only.  

The causality likely flows both ways. However, the nature of the regime seems to 
matter. In somewhat more democratic regimes like Nigeria or South Africa, regime 
violence seems to encourage more protests, possibly because it is seen as 
unacceptable. In contrast, in authoritarian regimes like Sudan, Burundi or Ethiopia, 
violence successfully reduces protest. In 2005, protests by students, urban youth, taxi 
drivers, civil servants, and petty traders in Ethiopia after the flawed elections “were met 
with an onslaught of state violence” (Branch and Mampilly, 2015:152). With police 
acting ambivalent, the regime brought in the military, which fired at people. “Thirty to  



 

 

 

FIGURE 17. PROTESTS AND VIOLENCE AGAINST PROTESTERS (1997-2015) 

 
 (Source: ACLED) 

forty thousand people [were] arrested… and sent to prison camps” (2015:166). Our data 
suggests such repression worked for the regime. Francisco’s (1995) findings that 
“dissidents react strongly to extremely harsh coercion,” that protest "does not appear to 
be deterred by the knowledge that elites in the past have resorted to repression" and 
that “harsh repression accelerated protest” might be true mostly for Africa’s more 
democratic regimes.  

That more democratic regimes still engage in fairly significant repression of protesters, 
even non-violent ones, is worth noting. While the greater instances of violence against 
protesters over the last few years occurred in Sudan, South Africa still averaged more 
violence than Nigeria, Somalia, or Ethiopia. Kenya exceeded Mauritania.  

 

6.3 REGIME DIVISIONS AND RELATIONS WITH DONORS 
Although many African regimes have shown how seriously they take protests by 
unleashing significant violence on protesters, their repressive capacity is itself a function 
of several factors. One of the most important ones might be the loyalty of the military. 
When it comes time to shoot at protesters, the regime needs to rely on its security 
forces and be confident they will not refrain from action or defect. The lack of loyalty of 
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large segments of the military, aside from the presidential guard, was a crucial 
determinant in the success of protests in Burkina Faso in 2014 and 2015. In contrast, in 
Uganda in 2011 the state militarized and Museveni deployed violence against 
protesters. The Ugandan military did not split. In Sudan in 2011, “military fealty to the 
Bashir regime accounts for the reticence of many soldiers to break rank” (Branch and 
Mampilly 2015:195). Osman Antwi-Boateng (2016, pp. 761–762) also notes that 
“Inspired by the Arab Spring, mass protests broke out against Bashir’s regime, but this 
was swiftly crushed by the government. Agence France Press reported that scores of 
protesters were arrested and tortured in detention facilities” and that in Cameroon, in 
2009, “state security forces were accused of killing up to 100 protestors at a single 
demonstration.” In Egypt and Tunisia, militaries refused to quell protests (Antwi-
Boateng, 2015: 758). In Senegal, in 2012, the police repressed the protesters but the 
military refused to cross that line.11 All three of these countries had a subsequent 
transition, as did Burkina, while it was not the case in Uganda or Sudan. 

There is also a territorial dimension to the regime’s repressive capacity. Large countries 
make it easier for regimes to repress protesters in the capital city if potentially opposed 
segments of their military are in faraway places. In the DRC, much of the armed forces 
are in the east, while security in Kinshasa is largely managed by the national police and 
two loyal military contingents. Other troops could not practically march onto Kinshasa 
like the Burkinabe armed forces marched onto Ouagadougou in 2015 when the 
presidential guard staged a reactionary coup. Reciprocally, the vastness of a country 
might also make protest less productive by spreading it thin. Lack of homogeneity of the 
population can also reduce the likelihood of collective action (and of shared grievances) 
and undermine protest effectiveness. However, the high rate of protest in highly 
heterogeneous Nigeria and South Africa, as well as Kenya, seems to suggest 
otherwise. 

Where donors stand on protests might also matter, at least in some cases.  Kenneth 
Roth (2010:12) argues that the US is vocal about repression in pariah states but 
comparatively silent in cases like Rwanda and Ethiopia, which sends a signal that 
repression does not put aid at risk. . Branch and Mampilly (2015:144) suggest that the 
Ugandan government knew that it would retain donor support even if it increased 
violence against protesters in 2011. However, Brett Carter (2016) argues that generally 
aid dependence reduces repression by authoritarian regimes because repression tends 
to lead to aid reductions. He finds therefore that the more aid dependent, the less likely 
authoritarian regimes are to repress protest, and the more likely protests are to take 
place. Specifically, Africans were 50 percent more likely to protest during debt relief 
negotiations than on other days in the period he studied, even though the specific debt 

                                                 
11  Discussion w ith State Department/Department of Defense (DOD) staff, Washington, DC, July 2016. 



 

 

 

relief negotiations were not directly linked to democratic conditionality. More than just 
the volume of aid, his findings suggest that it could be the specific economic leverage of 
donors that matters. At the time of debt relief negotiation, donors had leverage and 
Africans possibly sensed it and protested as the costs of protests went down. 
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7.0 PROTEST OUTCOMES 
7.1 DO PROTESTS ACHIEVE THEIR GOALS? 
Africa’s latest protest wave is ongoing and it may be unfair to assess its outcomes this 
early. Nonetheless, so far relatively little political transformation has resulted from it 
across the continent. The cases of regime change like Burkina Faso are exceptions, as 
are those where protesters have managed to trigger significant institutional changes. 
These include the protests that led Abdoulaye Wade to lose the election in Senegal in 
2012 in response to his manipulation of the electoral rules, or those that led to 
Mamadou Tandja’s overthrow in Niger in 2011 after he also sought to extend his time in 
office. Other protests score more limited success in policy reversals, as with the 
suspension of the rise in student fees in South Africa in 2015, or the restoration of 
partial fuel subsidies in Nigeria in 2012. More often, results appear thin. Out of 10 cases 
of protests against third terms for incumbents, six saw the incumbent stay in power, two 
yielded overthrows as a result of the protests, one led to an election loss, and one is still 
ongoing.  

The relative lack of salient political outcomes does not, however, suggest the 
insignificance of protests. Weyland (2012) stresses that Arab Spring protests also 
yielded little significant political change beyond Tunisia. Weyland goes on to compare 
this limited range of outcomes with the “Springtime of the Peoples” across Europe in 
1848, which also resulted in very little political transformation short of the initial 
overthrow of Louis-Philippe in France. Weyland (2012) imputes this lack of success to 
the bounded rationality and heuristic mistakes of protesters beyond the initial cases of a 
protest wave. In other words, seeing an initial case of protest success (e.g., Tunisia), 
protesters elsewhere mistakenly infer that protests work and mobilize. But the first case 
was perhaps accidental and other regimes had time to prepare and fend off protesters.  

Moreover, African elections also bring very limited political change, so the lack of salient 
protest outcome does not indicate that it is a failed type of political action on the 
continent. Protests can also have effects beyond their explicit goals. Oliver et al. (2003: 
6-7) note that the “byproducts and unintended consequences” of protests include 
“spillover effects […] changes in public discussion […] changes in the public definition of 
social issues […] collective identity of social groups […] and changes of meaning in 
everyday life.” Sometimes there might be no visible outcome of protests, yet they might 
have ushered in deeper changes. Branch and Mampilly (2015:81) stress that “the 
process of protest itself can transform motivations, help new agendas emerge, and 
make possible new solidarities, so that divisions present at the inception of protest are 



 

 

 

overcome.” Although these outcomes are harder to measure they might have significant 
benefits in terms of long-run state formation. 

It is also possible that the spread of social media has both favored African protests and 
undermine their effectiveness. Manacorda and Tesei (2016: 2) write that the “weak ties” 
that develop through social media or collective cell phone uses account for the eventual 
apathy of mobilization results. This finding suggests that social media might have only 
limited potential to promote sustained government accountability in the absence of 
proper institutionalized checks and balances and lack of electoral accountability. 

7.2 DO PROTESTS PROMOTE DEMOCRACY OR PREVENT 
BACKSLIDING? 

Since protesters make frequent demands for more democracy or for respect of existing 
democratic rules, it is worth looking more in depth at the results of their actions in this 
respect. Aidt and Leon (2015) find that African riots are associated with increases 
(improvements) in Polity scores. Emily Beaulieu (2014) suggests that when electoral 
protests receive international support, they might increase the probability of democratic 
reform, whereas those that are more domestically focused might be more vulnerable to 
“authoritarian backsliding.” In the 1990s, Braton and van de Walle (1997) had also 
identified that protests promoted democratic reforms.  

Looking at the available data, the picture is somewhat mixed. Using Polity scores, which 
show a rise in the level of democracy in Africa over the last decade, we find a slightly 
positive effect of protest on the level of democracy four to six years later (Figure 18), 
although the correlation never exceeds 0.25.  
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FIGURE 18. CORRELATIONS BETWEEN POLITY SCORES AND PROTESTS BY 
NUMBER OF YEARS PROTESTS PRECEDE SCORE 

 
(Source: Polity IV, ACLED)  

Looking instead at Freedom House indicators, which show a small decline in democracy 
across Africa over the last decade, yields no significant effect. Figure 19 shows the level 
of protest in 2011 on the vertical axis and changes in Political Rights over the next four 
years on the horizontal axis. Most countries obviously show no improvement over that 
period and the little that there is appears unrelated to protest. Tunisia is the only country 
that had many protests and improvements in political rights. The picture is largely 
similar using Civil Liberties.  
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FIGURE 19. PROTESTS AND CHANGE IN POLITICAL RIGHTS 

 
 (Source: Freedom House, ACLED) 

However, a more careful look at the graph offers an alternative reading. Protests might 
not provoke democratization but they might prevent democratic backsliding. Note that of 
the six countries that had democratic backsliding over the 2011-2015 period, only one 
(the DRC) had significant protest levels. The other five saw almost no protest. In the 
DRC, it is quite certain that protests have so far prevented the government from going 
ahead with its proposed anti-democratic constitutional changes, so the backsliding 
could have been much worse without protests. As a matter of fact, street protests in 
January 2015 led parliament to pull a draft law for a referendum to change the 
constitution. The regime might still prevail but protests have so far kept the regime’s 
anti-democratic tendencies in check.  

8.0 CASE STUDIES 
This section presents several case studies we use to dig deeper into the available 
evidence on protests from Africa. It presents two large case studies on Burkina Faso 
(successful protests) and the DRC (unsuccessful protests) and then expands in lesser 
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depth on Kenya, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Uganda, Ethiopia, and Niger to see whether the 
insights from Burkina Faso and DRC are applicable elsewhere.  

8.1 RETAKING THE STATE THROUGH PROTESTS IN BURKINA 
FASO 

The fall from power of former President Blaise Compaoré in Burkina Faso in 2014 
provides an unusual case of highly successful protests with a clear democratic 
outcome. The protest movement had built up since 2013 when it began to be clear that 
Compaoré would seek to stay in power past his term’s end in December 2015 (see 
Figure 20). However, the protests developed fully when the parliament sought to amend 
the constitution in October 2014. Burkina Faso has a long-standing tradition of 
successful protest, ever since the regime of Maurice Yaméogo collapsed after protests 
in 1966. There had also been a wave of protests in 1999-2000 following the 
assassination of journalist Norbert Zongo, with a Trop C’est Trop (“enough is enough”) 
campaign against state violence (Hagberg, 2002), following which the regime had 
accepted the principle of a two-term limit for the president. There were also a significant 
number of economically focused protests in 2011, including instances of mutinies by 
some army rank and file, which were serious enough for President Compaoré to briefly 
escape to his home town of Ziniaré. 

Nevertheless, despite its protest traditions, the absolute numbers of protest in Burkina 
remained relatively low until an explosion of protests in 2014 and 2015 first against 
Compaoré’s attempt to extend his time in power and later against the military trying to 
hijack the transition. These protests occurred after it became increasingly clear that 
Compaoré (in power since 1987) would seek to stay in power past the December 2015 
end of term. In early 2014, there was a significant split within the presidential majority 
when a few influential regime figures—realizing that their turn at the top would not come 
as soon as they had hoped—quit the ruling Congrès pour la Démocratie et le Progrès 
(CDP) party to set up their own Mouvement du Peuple pour le Progrès (MPP), leaving 
the regime much weakened. A series of demonstrations and meetings ensued, for or 
against the regime, and Compaoré pursued multiple avenues to legally extend his term. 
One of these was holding a referendum on removing term limits from the constitution. 
When increased mobilization against the referendum made this avenue unpromising, 
Compaoré successfully co-opted a major opposition party to get a large enough majority 
in parliament to change the constitution without a referendum.  

 



 

 

 

FIGURE 20. BURKINA FASO PROTESTS 

 
(Source: Raleigh and Dowd, 2016) 

As the October 30, 2015, parliament vote on the constitution approached, protests 
increased dramatically. On October 27, women armed with wooden spoons marched 
against the proposal. The next day several hundred thousand people demonstrated in 
Ouagadougou and other towns, behind the leadership of the main opponent Zéphirin 
Diabré, who had been officially appointed leader of the opposition, and CSOs such as 
the Mouvement Burkinabè des Droits de l’Homme et des Peuples (MBDHP), trade 
unions, student associations, the Centre pour la Gouvernance Démocratique (CGD), as 
well as a handful of new groups such as the Collectif des Femmes pour la Défense de 
la Constitution (COFEDEC), the Front de Résistance Citoyenne, and youth movements 
like Balai Citoyen, the Collectif Anti Référendum (CAR), and Ça Suffit. Balai Citoyen 
had been established in July 2013 to fight, in the words of one of its founders, “bad 
governance, political patronage, poverty, lack of respect for human rights, […] 
corruption, decay, there are so many things to sweep! Burkina Faso gives the 
impression of being a democratic country, but in reality we put the dust under the 
carpet.”12 

On October 29, 2015, youth began squatting at the main intersections, burning tires and 
throwing rocks at security forces. On October 30, the day of the vote, people gathered 
outside parliament, seeking to prevent MPs from entering the building and voting. When 
it became clear that the military would not shoot at demonstrators, people rushed the 
national assembly and set it on fire. Arsons of buildings symbolic of the regime and 
instances of looting ensued all day long. Twenty-four people died. The next day both the 
military and the regime issued confusing statements on who was in charge, after the 
                                                 
12  Interview  by Marianne Saddier, ‘The upright citizens of Burkina Faso’, Africa is a country, October 1, 2014, 

<http://africasacountry.com/the-citizens-of-burkina-faso/> (23 January 2015). 
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president appeared on television to withdraw the constitutional amendment and 
promising to leave office in November 2015. It might have been too little too late. A 
massive meeting on October 31 demanded his immediate resignation. Hundreds of 
demonstrators, largely youth, started marching toward the presidential palace with their 
hands raised. They encountered a presidential guard roadblock on the way to the 
palace. It appears, however, that the presidential guard informed the president that they 
would not shoot at the protesters. The president then signed a resignation decree and 
escaped to the Ivory Coast. A massive celebration ensued on the Place de la Nation, 
immediately renamed Place de la Révolution. After some confusion, the second in 
command of the presidential guard, Lt-Col Zida, became head of state with the apparent 
approval of CSOs, until a subsequent arrangement, mediated in part by a Mossi 
traditional chief, appointed veteran diplomat Michel Kafando transition president and 
Zida prime minister, for a one-year transition period. 

There have been few, if any, recent equally massive and successful protest movements 
in Africa. Burkina Faso’s protests stand out for (1) deposing an authoritarian incumbent, 
(2) preventing and reverting an army coup in 2015, and (3) ushering in a democratically 
elected regime later that year (although that regime is only partly distinguishable from 
earlier versions of its predecessor). The inclusive nature of the protests and the broad 
mosaic of its participants are worth noting. There were opposition parties and trade 
unions, as well as a wide-ranging collection of CSOs. The CAR had been formed in 
early 2014 and contained 365 associations. Later, a “Citizens’ Resistance Front” was 
set up with another two dozen CSOs. Both participated in the protests. In addition, rap 
artist Smockey (in French, “s’moquer” means to mock) and reggae artist Sams’k Le Jah, 
founded Balai Citoyen (Citizens’ Broom) in mid-2013. Independent from political parties, 
Balai Citoyen aimed to “sweep out” poor governance and preserve the presidential term 
limit. Within two months it had affiliated clubs in most major cities (Jeune Afrique, 2013). 
“Its ability to speak the language of disaffected youth drew many more into active 
participation in anti-government protests,” Harsch (2016:236) reports. These musicians’ 
songs provided the soundtrack to the protest movement.  

The size of this coalition is an essential element to understand the success of Burkina 
Faso’s protests. The invocation by Balai Citoyen, opponents and even elements of the 
military, of the image of the popular late President Thomas Sankara (1983-1987), 
overthrown by Compaoré and killed by his henchmen, provided a cultural framing of 
dignity and re-appropriation of the state which facilitated coordination and collective 
action. Private radios and Twitter facilitated the spread of this narrative (see section on 
social media above). But another crucial factor was the stance of the military, which first 
declined to shoot at demonstrators and elements of which later defected the regime: 
“Those officers, unwilling to engage in wider bloodshed, concluded that the time had 
come for Compaoré’s departure” (Harsch, 2016:237). 



 

 

 

The mobilization to prevent a referendum is again an attempt to level the political 
playing field. Many Burkinabè probably suspected that, once a referendum would be 
agreed upon, Compaoré had all chances to win it. As a result, they displaced the 
struggle from voting to being able to hold the referendum (similarly, in Senegal, 
protesters had attempted to prevent Abdoulaye Wade from standing for a third election 
in 2012). Protesters might not literally stand on the side of law in these cases but they 
see themselves on the side of legitimacy in regimes where incumbents can too easily 
instrumentalize existing rules to their benefits. In this sense, protests might be the 
response of citizens to the manipulation of democracy by incumbents. It is an act of 
democratic adaptation, just like authoritarian rulers adapted to democratic requirements.  

8.2 FAILED PROTESTS IN A DIVIDED SOCIETY: THE DEMOCRATIC 
REPUBLIC OF CONGO  

Although unsuccessful so far in obtaining the respect of the constitution by the Kabila 
government, DRC’s protests have been about twice as intense and numerous (but 
never quite as large) as those of Burkina (Figure 21). Despite the prevailing economic 
misery of many Congolese, they have been almost entirely focused on politics alone, 
and particularly on elections, term limits, and the attempts by President Joseph Kabila 
to stay in power past the end of his term in November 2016. This provides an interesting 
re-enactment of Burkina Faso’s situation.  

FIGURE 21. DRC PROTESTS  

 
(Source: Raleigh and Dowd, 2016) Number of protests on vertical axis. 

Figure 21 illustrates the relationship between protest and flawed elections or broader 
democratic breaches. The first big surge in protests in 2011 corresponds to the 
fraudulent re-election of Kabila and the mobilization campaign leading to it (51 percent 
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of the protests had a violent component in 2011, as opposed to 28 percent in 2015). 
The regime lost significant legitimacy in 2011 and never regained it. Once it became 
more and more visible that Kabila would try to stay after his term was to end in 2016, 
protests increased dramatically. The lack of legitimacy of the regime is illustrated by the 
scale difference between the recent amount of protests and those that accompanied 
Mobutu’s fall in 1997 (30 protests), and those in 2005 opposing the extension of the 
transition period by one year (30 protests). The amount of protesting/rioting is thus 
unprecedented in Congolese history if one sets aside the period immediately preceding 
and following independence (on which there is no quantitative information). 

Unlike Burkina or Kenya, Congolese protests have not so far been part of a broader 
organized campaign but have had a more haphazard and decentralized quality. This 
lack of central coordination has largely resulted from the deliberate attempts by the 
regime to prevent coordination and the propensity of Congolese groups for divisiveness. 
The latest wave of Congolese protests began in January 2015, after the government 
tried to pass a law in parliament to require holding a census before the next presidential 
elections—a move that would have delayed them by several years since DRC has not 
had a census since 1984. People, mostly university students, took to the streets of 
Kinshasa in protest and frustration. The main opposition party, the Union pour la 
Démocratie et le Progrès Social UDPS, was apparently surprised by the agitation, which 
it had not organized. Politician Jean-Claude Muyambo of Solidarité Congolaise pour la 
Démocratie et le Développement SCODE was one of the mobilizers and was 
subsequently arrested. The demonstrators threw rocks at police and looted Chinese 
shops. Unable to coopt the demonstrators who had no obvious political affiliation, the 
government reacted ruthlessly. Security forces killed 38 demonstrators and arrested 
over 400 others.13  

A broader pro-democracy movement developed in the wake of the January events. A 
group named Lutte pour le Changement (LUCHA) arose in Goma. In Kinshasa, a loose 
association of activists named Filimbi (“the whistle”) was launched in March. The 
Congolese diaspora followed suit with the establishment of Telema (“stand up”) in 
Lingala. All these movements were inspired by similar initiatives in Senegal (Y’en a 
Marre) and in Burkina Faso (Balai Citoyen). Particularly interesting is that these groups 
are not directly associated with any political party. This trend, together with the success 
of the inspiring movement in Burkina Faso, has created significant anxiety for the Kabila 
regime, which has responded with increased repression and violence. 

On March 15, 2015, the Congolese Secret Service (ANR) burst into a Filimbi workshop 
in Kinshasa and arrested about 30 people, including visiting Senegalese and Burkinabe 

                                                 
13  https://www.telema.org/d-r-congo-government-crack-down-on-african-youth/ 

https://www.telema.org/d-r-congo-government-crack-down-on-african-youth/


 

 

 

activists. Communications Minister Lambert Mende accused the Filimbi leaders of 
planning “terrorist activities” and a “violent insurrection.” Although most people were 
subsequently released, Filimbi leaders Fred Bauma and Yves Makwambala have 
remained in jail.14 This pattern continued in September 2015 when an opposition rally in 
the Kinshasa commune of Ndjili was violently attacked by thugs hired by the regime. 
According to a Human Rights Watch (2015:2-5) report, participants were “brutally 
attacked” by youths and more than a dozen demonstrators were injured. The assailants 
were from the ruling party PPRD “youth league” as well as from Vita Club, a soccer 
team owned by General Amisi Tango IV, with more than 100 youth recruited and each 
paid $64 to “start attacking the demonstrators and create disorder as soon as one of the 
opposition leaders insulted President Kabila,” in the words of one of them. ANR officers 
and soldiers in plain clothes were also apparently involved. Witnesses said that 
Kinshasa's police commissioner General Célestin Kanyama was among at least three 
senior officials at the recruitment meeting the night before. 

Many activists have since been arrested in what appears to be a deliberate effort by the 
regime to let unrest and protests spread. Police violently repressed a peaceful LUCHA 
demonstration in Goma on November 28, 2015, with tear gas and live bullets, and 12 
militants were arrested.15 A few days earlier, on November 18, national police 
intervened on the campus of the Superior Institute for Architecture and Urbanism in 
Kinshasa’s Gombe commune to violently repress a peaceful student demonstration 
against rising tuition. One student was shot in the arm and hospitalized, and two others 
were injured. Tear gas canisters were strewn around campus afterwards (Radio Okapi , 
2015). Some 40 people were allegedly detained by security forces across Kinshasa in 
January 2016 to prevent commemorations of the January 2015 massacre.  

In December 2015, several human rights and CSOs, including LUCHA and Filimbi, as 
well as several opposition parties, came together and created the Front Citoyen 2016 
against the revision of the constitution. The group organized “ghost town” days in 
February but it was unable to mobilize people into a large march after the Catholic 
Church bailed out of such an initiative (Kabila apparently complained to the Vatican). In 
April, a 5,000-strong protest in Lubumbashi of mostly young people was dispersed by 
security forces. A similarly sized march in Kinshasa in May 2016 met the same fate. The 
Citizen Front organized a Your Suffering is my Suffering campaign against police 
violence against protesters but it does not seem to have gained much traction. In June 
2016 a Kinshasa sit-in against rises in internet pricing attracted only a few dozen 
people.  

                                                 
14  https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/06/15/dr-congo-free-filimbi-activists 

15  http://www.radiookapi.net/2015/11/28/actualite/politique/goma-une-manifestation-du-mouvement-lucha-reprimee-par-la-police 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/06/15/dr-congo-free-filimbi-activists
http://www.radiookapi.net/2015/11/28/actualite/politique/goma-une-manifestation-du-mouvement-lucha-reprimee-par-la-police
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Despite attempts to organize opponents to the third term into the Citizen Front, the 
Congolese protest movement has suffered from significant divisions among its actors. 
First of all, it has not had a significant musical following or expression, as most 
Congolese musicians are pro-regime. The lack of cultural amplification has hurt the 
movement. Second, the Citizen Front is relatively small and the main opposition parties 
have mostly acted outside of it (and without much coordination among themselves). 
Most of the LUCHA and Filimbi leaders have been arrested or gone into exile, which 
has greatly depleted their activism.  

In addition to the weaknesses of the movement, the repression of the regime has been 
ruthless. The government learned very quickly from Burkina Faso’s experience and took 
steps to prevent LUCHA and Filimbi from gaining popular support. The government had 
apparently sent observers to Ouagadougou to learn from Compaoré’s attempt to 
change his constitution but they were caught in the mayhem that ensued. The arrest 
and expulsion of Y’en a Marre and Balai Citoyen activists from Kinshasa in March 2015 
was a case in point. The military regiments deployed in Kinshasa all appear fiercely 
loyal to the regime. The less reliable ones are deployed in faraway provinces with no 
possibility to intervene. Thus the regime has been able to present a united repressive 
front to a divided protest movement. 

The alienation of the Congolese from their political system, its hijacking by the regime, 
and the lack of significant prospects for youth lie at the core of the protests. The regime 
is seeking to subvert democratic institutions yet it is not strong enough to do so without 
opposition. The demonstrators have been encouraged by evidence that the international 
community opposes a constitutional change. So far, the situation is deadlocked, but 
time plays in favor of the incumbent.  

8.3 DO OTHER CASES CONFIRM THE INSIGHTS FROM BURKINA 
FASO AND DRC? 

Burkina Faso and DRC show that, in hybrid regimes, large alliances of organized 
groups with coinciding interests can bring about change through protests, provided the 
regime is divided and repression limited.  

8.3.1 “We Are Not Afraid Anymore”: Re-Owning the Flag in Zimbabwe16 

Robert Mugabe has been in power in Zimbabwe since 1980. Economic conditions 
dramatically deteriorated in the first decade of the 2000s until in 2008 a coalition 
government, formed with the opposition, brought back some stability and a degree of 
economic recovery. However, a new victory by Mugabe and his Zimbabwe African 

                                                 
16  All material in this section is derived from: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36791126; http://www.bbc.com/news/world-

africa-36776401; http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36416478; New York Times, 13 July 2016, A5.  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36791126
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36776401
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36776401
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36416478


 

 

 

National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) ruling party in 2013 ushered in a new phase 
of economic crisis as corruption and patronage took on renewed vigor. Despite 
prevailing fear due to the regime’s heavy repressive hand (Bratton, 2014), protests 
ticked up from 2014 onwards (see Figure 22), as more and more people became fed up 
with deteriorating economic conditions. Divisions within the ruling regime over the 
succession of the 92-year old Robert Mugabe might also have encouraged the protests 
by giving demonstrators some hope that their pressure could make a difference. 

FIGURE 22. ZIMBABWE PROTESTS  

 
(Source: Raleigh and Dowd, 2016. Data through May 2016.) 

In 2016, however, Zimbabwe’s protests have taken on a new turn. While many of the 
earlier protests were at least partly instigated by the opposition Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC) party of Morgan Tsvangirai, a new independent movement 
took off in 2016, driven by a 39-year old Pentecostal activist pastor, Evan Mawarire. In 
May, Mawarire started posting videos of himself, wrapped in a Zimbabwean flag, voicing 
criticisms at the hijacking of the country by the ruling elite. Posted on the social media 
application WhatsApp under the hashtag #ThisFlag, the videos, urging Zimbabweans to 
“re-own their flag” soon went viral. 

The worsening economic conditions of 2016 probably facilitated the rapid diffusion of 
Mawarire’s movement. Civil servants were paid late in May. In early June, Marawiwe 
launched #ZimShutdown2016, calling for a general strike against “government 
mismanagement of the country.” On Monday June 6, 2016, taxi drivers went on strike 
against police roadblocks and extortion. On Tuesday, teachers, doctors and nurses, and 
other civil servants demonstrated against their lack of pay. Wednesday saw a broadly 
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successful national strike with many people staying at home and the country coming to 
standstill. On Thursday, Mawarire spelled out the movement’s demands: the removal of 
corrupt ministers and officials; the removal of police roadblocks; payment of civil 
servants; the removal of a ban on some imports; the abandonment of a suggested 
policy to issue bonds for currency; and a general focus on alleviating poverty. Mawarire 
insisted on keeping the movement non-violent. 

After Mawarire called for another national strike on July 13-14, he was arrested and 
brought to court on multiple charges. The judge dismissed the case (in which Mawarire 
was represented by Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights) and set him free but the 
strike met with little success after the government reduced access to social media on 
July 13. 

The #ThisFlag movement follows in the wake of other initiatives. Young activists, “fed 
up of waiting for jobs,” had earlier organized under the banner Tajamuka (“we 
disagree”) and had proved more prone to violence. According to the BBC, these “young 
people feel they have nothing to lose” and their slogans include “We’ve had enough” 
and “We are not afraid.” An “Occupy Africa Unity Square” movement had also risen 
earlier but its leader, Itai Dzamara, disappeared in mysterious circumstances in 2013. 

Although it is uncertain if this movement will be successful in reaching its goals, it is 
worth pondering what elements have made it so significant. The following factors should 
be considered: (1) it represents a large coalition: taxi drivers, civil servants, teachers, 
health care personnel, youth, church groups, and women’s groups; (2) its grievances 
mix the economic (corruption, no pay) and the political (police abuse); (3) it is non-
violent; (4) it is led by a preacher who does not appear to have individual political 
ambitions; (5) it has made great use of social media; and (6) it uses a nationalist 
discourse. It calls for re-taking the country, wrapping itself in the national flag. In doing 
so it offers a powerful narrative that the state has been hijacked by a minority and that 
economic problems derive from this abuse of power. 

8.3.2 #IEBBCMustGO and #StopExtrajudicialKillings in Kenya, 2014–2016 

Unlike Zimbabwe, Kenya has a long-standing protest tradition.17 Its levels of protests 
even before the current wave exceeded the current ones of many African countries 
(Figure 23). A surge in protests in 2007 and 2008 followed in the wake of the flawed 
2007 elections and their violent aftermath (with many protests against violence). Unlike 
Zimbabwe, politics is at the core of Kenya’s protests. The opposition party Orange 
Democratic Movement (ODM) of Raila Odinga has contested the Independent Electoral 

                                                 
17  All material on Kenya’s recent protests derived from http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36416478; 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36733808; http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36703271; 
http://allafrica.com/stories/201605290027.html.  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36416478
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36733808
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36703271
http://allafrica.com/stories/201605290027.html


 

 

 

and Boundaries Commission (IEBC), whose dysfunctions contributed to his losing the 
2012 elections. Under the umbrella of a Coalition for Reform and Democracy (CORD) 
set up in 2014, Odinga has organized weekly Monday protests, blocking traffic in 
Nairobi, mobilizing people online with the hashtag #IECBMustGo. CORD’s demands are 
largely political: the disbanding of the IEBC; inclusivity and transparency in public 
appointments; proper devolution to local government; ending corruption; improved 
security; and a reduction in the cost of living. While these protests have been largely 
peaceful in Nairobi, there have been instances of barricades and tire burnings in the 
slums, and Kenyans have voiced increased frustration with them (a majority wanted 
them to stop in a Daily Nation poll in May 2016). After police shot at demonstrators in 
May 2016, the movement suspended its strikes.  

 FIGURE 23. KENYA PROTESTS  

 
(Source: Raleigh and Dowd, 2016. Data through May 2016.) 

Another unrelated protest movement ensued in July 2016 after a human rights lawyer, 
Willie Kimani, his client, and their taxi driver, who had gone missing after a court 
appearance in a case against police abuse, were found dead in a river near Nairobi with 
evidence of torture. Nationwide demonstrations and mass protests against police, 
accused of running death squads, ensued, and illustrated the growing distrust against 
police, particularly among young men, who are regularly shot by police in the slums. 
Despite the existence of a U.S.-funded Independent Policing Oversight Authority, only 
one of the 40 cases brought to the authority in 2016 has been dealt with. Protest 
organizers and followers have been using the hashtag #StopExtrajudicialKillings. Four 
policemen were arrested in connection with Kimani’s death.  
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Here again, the results of the protests are in doubt. CORD has so far not been able to 
bring change in the IEBC and the protests against police killings have led to the meagre 
arrest of four people, who have not yet been charged. However, the scale of the 
protests is telling. Kenya is a hybrid semi-democracy with regular and hotly contested 
multi-party elections. Yet, a large segment of the population seems to feel left out from 
the benefits of the state, which they see captured by the ruling eli te. The attempts to 
change the IEBC reflect an understanding of state institutions as biased and the 
necessity to level the playing field before the next elections. It seems that the opposition 
believes elections are not lost on election day but in the preceding months as rules of 
the game and supervising institutions are set up. These protests suggest, therefore, a 
displacement of political competition and a struggle over inclusive political rules.  

The police abuse protests are not directly related but, here too, protesters challenge 
existing institutions which are seen as biased against them and represent a state that 
functions with large impunity. Kenya has numerous institutions but their functioning is 
flawed, leaving the discontented to express themselves in the street rather than through 
these institutions from which they feel excluded. The underlying narrative is thus one of 
political alienation. The difficulties of working through existing institutions is 
compounded by the weak legislative strength of the ODM and the largely uncooperative 
stance of the Jubilee government toward the opposition and particularly on the IEBC 
question. As Nic Cheeseman (2014) writes, “Many of Mr. Odinga’s most devoted 
supporters see protest as a necessary evil to ensure the reforms of the electoral 
commissions.” 

While a lot of people took to the streets against the extrajudicial killings, the CORD 
coalition appears relatively narrow and more an instrument of the ODM than a genuine 
popular movement, which might explain people’s frustration with the strikes and their 
relative lack of success so far.  

8.3.3 Occupy Nigeria, 2012 

The “Occupy Nigeria” movement of January 2012, which followed Goodluck Jonathan’s 
removal of fuel subsidies, shows both the power of large coalitions and their limitations. 
As in Burkina Faso, the movement included artists, who “helped transform the focus of 
the protests beyond the fuel hike toward a broader critique of the political system 
(Branch and Mampilly, 2015:101); youth; CSOs and unions; united in a “Save Nigeria 
Group.” However, the divergent interests of these groups, who were not united for a 
common political purpose as was the case in Burkina Faso, eventually weakened the 
movement. Unions, focused on fuel prices alone, negotiated on their own with the 
government and quit the protests after obtaining a partial restoration of subsidies. The 
movement petered out over the next two weeks.  



 

 

 

8.3.4 Uganda’s Walk to Work, 2011 

In Uganda, the 2011 “Walk to Work” protests mobilized people against the re-election of 
President Museveni, who had removed term limits earlier. Activists for Change (A4C), a 
coalition of opposition leaders, asked people to walk to work as protest. Progressively, 
demands switched from complaining about the elections to food prices, poverty and 
corruption (Branch and Mampilly, 2014: 129). Students joined in against rising tuition. 
However, CSOs stayed largely out of this movement as they sought to remain apolitical. 
Opposition leaders divided over the goals and tactics of the movement, which fizzled 
away under significant government repression.  

8.3.5 Ethiopia’s 2005 Elections 

In 2005, Ethiopia’s flawed elections became a catalyst for the expression of broader 
grievances. While jilted opponents were first to mobilize, there was also significant 
youth involvement, motivated, as later in Burkina Faso, by “desires and expectations of 
social advancement” (Branch and Mampilly, 2015:158). Taxi drivers and conductors got 
involved because of price hikes, and the movement eventually spread to civil servants 
and market traders (Branch and Mampilly, 2015:163), aided by the widespread use of 
text messaging. The ambivalence of the police at first gave protesters hope. However, 
the government’s repressive capacity was revealed when it brought in the military, 
which unleashed “an onslaught of state violence” (Branch and Mampilly, 2015:152). Up 
to 40,000 people were arrested and sent to prison camps.  

8.3.6 Anti-Tazartché Protests in Niger, 2011 

The overthrow of Mamadou Tandja in Niger in 2011, unseated by a coup following 
protests, is largely consistent. Mueller (2016) argues that it resulted from an ad hoc 
alliance between many grassroots demonstrators who were in the streets because of 
their diminishing economic expectations (many of the demonstrators did not actually 
oppose Tandja’s attempt to stay in power, the tazartché or continuity campaign) and a 
more middle-class leadership of the protest, which opposed Tandja’s attempt to change 
the constitution in order to stay on. 
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9.0 THE RECLAMATION 
WAVE 

African protests have multiple dimensions. They are heterogeneous and complex. Yet, it 
is not impossible to interpret them jointly as a collective movement. As hinted upon in 
the introduction, the theme of “reclaiming the state and the future” offers a useful 
narrative to make general sense of the latest wave of African protests. It stresses issues 
of alienation, exclusion and inequality, among others, and sees protests as a reclaiming 
of agency by non-state actors, a response to the adaptation of authoritarian rulers to 
formally democratic institutions, and an attempt to restore a level playing field to politics. 

9.1 RECLAIMING THE STATE 
Most grievances, motivations and protest triggers appear to be fundamentally about 
abuses of state power, whether in the form of democratic backsliding, state violence, 
exactions by security agents, corruption, exclusionary practices, and the like. In many 
ways, they highlight the continued alienation of many Africans from their state after 
more than five decades of independence and despite several waves of reform, which 
were meant to democratize the institutions inherited from colonialism. In countries so 
repressive that protest is not a plausible option, these grievances remain hidden. 
However, in the modal African hybrid regime, violations of the social contract have 
increasingly been met with citizen pushback. Branch and Mampilly (2015: 67) stated: 
“The multiparty regimes and neoliberal economies that emerged from the upheavals of 
the late 1980s and early 1990s have proved unable to meet popular expectations for 
fundamental change.”  

The unprecedented current wave of protest might indicate an erosion of the legitimacy 
of the Western liberal electoral model to the extent that electoral reforms have “failed to 
produce either the properly functioning multiparty democracies sought by liberals or the 
substantive changes to inequality and exclusion sought by radical critics” (Branch and 
Mampilly, 2015:41). Mchunu and Theron (2013) show that, even in democratic South 
Africa, “the lack of authentic and empowering public participation opportunities in the 
decision-making processes alienates the public and leads to public disengagement from 
the invited spaces of participation. It is during this period of alienation that the public 
have been inventing own spaces of participation, in the form of public protests 
demanding that public voices be heard.” 



 

 

 

Joschka Philipps (2016) digs even deeper, suggesting that African protests bring to the 
surface a multitude of latent issues, such as “the legacy of colonialism and Structural 
Adjustment Programmes… the past eviction of market vendors, current exchange rates, 
the health of the President etc.” Philipps argues that “these elements, heterogeneous as 
they may be, rearrange and solidify into a distinguishable movement of people who 
display symbols of unity. They crystallise as collectives in relation to […] the state.” As 
ACSS (2011) writes, many African countries have never had a “public debate over the 
acceptable basis for claims on authority.” For a long time, the promise of development 
was that implicit basis. However, the failure of both democratic change (which many 
Africans associated with better material outcomes) and the commodity boom to bring 
about significant improvements in “lived poverty” might have contributed to the protest 
surge.  

Despite their democratic credentials, many African states remain structures of exclusion 
for large segments of their population. The urban underclass that is so present in 
protests has a relation with power “defined by an alternation between neglect and direct 
violence, between extra-legality and illegality” (Branch and Mampilly, 2015: 20). It not 
only fails to be politically absorbed into the polity, but is a permanent liability for regimes 
to manage, repress, co-opt, or manipulate as needed. This underclass, largely made of 
youth, has little effective access to law and institutions and vents its frustrations in the 
streets where they live. Lynch’s (2012:547) finding that, in South Africa, protesters are 
the “working class, non-working class and under-employed” is consistent with this 
argument. 

All of these factors might have engendered a crisis of trust. Using Afrobarometer data, 
Kirwin and Cho (2009) found that Africans in 17 countries, between 2005 and 2006, 
were more likely to say they protested if they regarded the state as illegitimate. The 
indicators of legitimacy they used were the degree of agreement with statements such 
as “the courts have the right to make decisions that people always have to abide by,” 
“the police always have the right to make people obey the law,” and “the tax department 
always has the right to make people pay taxes.” The specific legitimacy level of 
respondents had a statistically significant impact on their likelihood of engaging in 
demonstrations in the previous years, even with a multiplicity of controls and country 
fixed effects. We found similar negative correlations between a host of indicators of trust 
in state institutions in the latest round of Afrobarometer and protests (Table 4). Many 
African protesters might have lost faith in their state. 
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TABLE 4. THE MORE PEOPLE TRUST THE STATE, THE LESS THEY PROTEST 

Correlations between 
Protests and Trust in:  With South Africa (n=29) Without South Africa (n=28)  
Prime minister/president  -0.48    -0.58 
Parliament   -0.45    -0.62 
Local elected government -0.43    -0.55 
Electoral commission  -0.27    -0.59 
Tax department   -0.21    -0.59 
Ruling party   -0.33    -0.62 
Opposition parties  -0.37    -0.56 
Police    -0.40    -0.50 
Military    -0.25    -0.26 
Courts    -0.27    -0.39     
Notes: N equals  

(Source: Raleigh and Dowd for protests; Afrobarometer 2015 for trust) 

9.2 RECLAIMING THE FUTURE 
Protest-inducing grievances are also about the economy, jobs, inequality, public 
services, food prices, fuel subsidies, corruption, student fees, and other factors. In short, 
they deal with the enduring lived poverty of many in a time of growth and the limited 
capacity of Africans to project themselves without despair in the future. Recall the 
Ouagadougou students who could barely hope for an internship, were unlikely to find a 
job, and considered having a house a dream. Youth is indeed at the core of protests 
about such material grievances. Honwanda’s notion of “waithood,” the prolonged and 
increasingly extended period before responsible and autonomous adulthood, forcefully 
evokes the plight of Africa’s dispossessed.  

The apparent increased inequality brought about by commodity-dependent growth has 
also run counter to expectations of redistribution, which might have mitigated tensions 
between the haves and have-nots in the past.  

Branch and Mampilly (2015: 82) again suggest that corruption might be a proxy for 
some broader lack of new narrative: “today there are no clearly viable alternatives to the 
dominant political order,” they write, which makes articulating coherent demands 
difficult. That is why, they argue, protesters default on anti-corruption or anti-
incumbency. Similarly, Lynch (2012: 547) notes how South African protests, where 
corruption has had center stage, raise “important questions regarding the legitimacy of 
Jacob Zuma’s presidency, the ANC government, and affiliated trade unions; the aims, 
objectives and failings of economic planning and development in South Africa; the 
extent to which the post-apartheid state differs from the apartheid regime.” 



 

 

 

9.3 PROTESTS AS ATTEMPTS TO RESTORE A LEVEL PLAYING 
POLITICAL FIELD  

Partly unable to obtain representation or justice through established formal institutions, 
many Africans might be resorting to protests to reclaim their ownership of the state 
(e.g., #ThisFlag in Zimbabwe) and of their economic future. Incumbents have adapted 
to democratization by manipulating institutions. Elections are not stolen on election day 
but in the years in between. Incumbents can also play by the letter of the law to call for 
constitutional referenda that violate its spirit. Unable to achieve victory in such warped 
games, protesters divert the field of political struggle outside existing institutions and 
into the streets. This argument is consistent with Schedler’s (2006: 12) claim that in 
electoral autocracies, protest is “the game of institutional reform, in which opposition 
parties seek to dismantle nondemocratic restrictions that choke their struggle for votes.” 
What protesters seek is a “rebalancing of the relationship between citizens and the 
state” (Carothers and Youngs, 2015: 19). 

That a significant portion of these protests is violent is indicative both of the lack of 
responsiveness of the African state to normal paths of accountability, and to the relative 
despair of protesters. As the report illustrated, there are many cases in which violence 
pays in African protests. It was, after all, the very evening of the day that Burkinabe 
burned down their parliament that President Compaoré announced the withdrawal of his 
proposal to amend the constitution. When the protesters marched toward his palace a 
couple of days afterwards, he escaped through the back door.  
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10.0 IMPLICATIONS FOR 
USAID 

USAID has a significant engagement in the promotion of democracy, governance, and 
human rights in Africa. It is also engaged in assisting post-conflict transitions, managing 
and mitigating conflicts, and countering violent extremism. USAID’s main policy 
instruments are the provision of grants to specific organizations and institutions, 
capacity building, digital security (particularly for NGOs), analysis and legal support, and 
funding for organizations that provide protection to vulnerable human rights activists. 
The following recommendations try to stay cognizant of the potential and limitations of 
USAID’s existing toolbox. They suggest ways in which USAID can be proactive in 
building on the insights from protests in its assessments, planning and interventions, 
and reactive in terms of what to do in response to specific protests.  

10.1 LISTEN TO PROTESTERS 
Protests are a political tactic but also a form of political voice. Their unpredictability, 
occasional propensity for violence, and overall contingency make protests difficult to 
“work with.” Similarly, limitations on USAID’s work such as the requirement that partners 
be legally recognized, have a bank account, etc. make it difficult for protesters to work 
with USAID. Nonetheless, it is important for USAID and other donors to listen to the 
protesters and respect the legitimacy of the grievances they express. The commitment 
of USAID to liberal democracy is not in question. Yet, the dysfunctions of the liberal 
democratic model in many African settings must give pause to U.S. policy makers and 
implementers. While it might not be feasible for USAID to work directly with fluid social 
movements, it might nevertheless want to be aware of their grievances and think of how 
to incorporate their legitimate demands into its own democracy-promotion agenda. 
Understanding the framings and effective norms that protests embody can help USAID 
intervene more effectively.  

In this respect, the lack of trust of many Africans in state institutions and the 
dysfunctions of their hybrid electoral autocracies cast a potential shadow over the aid 
partners of these institutions and can threaten the legitimacy of donor actions. Many 
Africans are somewhat cynical of aid projects and policies aimed at good governance 
when donors work through or with a state that they might perceive or experience as 
against them. If Africans are trying to reclaim ownership of their state through protest, 
then a democracy-promotion agenda should find a way to embrace such efforts.  



 

 

 

USAID country studies like Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance; Conflict; or 
Countering Extreme Violence assessments could provide good entry points for listening. 
These assessments typically include interviews with a range of stakeholders and civil 
society. Representatives of movements should be included in this outreach and analysis 
as a key civil society force or actor. The assessments should also include a more 
systematic treatment of protests as long as the current wave endures.  

In addition, listening might involve allocating resources to additional research. Insights 
from Afrobarometer surveys have been critical in our understanding of recent protest 
behavior but it offers insufficient detail. Its relevance to policy and protest research 
could be improved with more questions to help identify who protesters are, the reasons 
why they protest, how they decide to protest, whether they are willing to resort to 
violence or not when protesting, what their overall grievances are, what goals they seek, 
what organizations they belong to, whom they protest with, how they experience protest 
repression, whether their perception of the state and democracy vary before and after 
protests, etc. Revising the Afrobarometer in this way requires attention to its funding but 
also adjustment of its questions to new informational needs about African politics. 

Understanding African protests could also help USAID’s work in conflict mitigation and 
management. Concepts of state legitimacy and effectiveness are central to conflict 
mitigation. If protests are a sign of a misalignment between society and existing 
institutions, that insight could be useful to assessments of fragility. This study has 
suggested that breaches in multiple dimensions of the social compact—whether political 
or economic—are important triggers to protest. An important policy question would be 
how to react to protests or capitalize upon them to strengthen the state-society 
relations, rather than seeing protest only as a factor of instability. Particularly, do 
protests help yield outcomes that are more inclusive and more effective than without 
protests? The possible rationality of violence, for example, in securing the delivery of 
certain public goods, should be further considered. 

10.2 STAND WITH CIVIL SOCIETY 
President Obama launched the “Stand with Civil Society” Initiative in 2013. Several of its 
components can be built upon to capitalize upon the positive aspects of CSOs’ 
participation in protest. This study has shown that CSOs are often active participants in 
protest and that overall CSO sustainability is strongly associated with protests, 
particularly in regimes that have at least some elements of democracy. The case 
studies also showed that CSOs can give legitimacy to protests (beyond the 
manipulation of politicians and parties) and can help form coalitions that make a 
difference. USAID should not look at protests only with wary eyes and see them only as 
evidence of instability. Protests are a legitimate part of the toolbox of civil society 
activists, and the extent to which they signal the difficulties of expressing voice through 
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existing institutions deserves consideration. Protests probably stand to strengthen civil 
society as their disruptive potential is a threat to governments’ business as usual.  

How can USAID stand with civil society through protests? First, it needs to reach out to 
the new groups that are often key in popular mobilizations, but might not be 
conventional CSOs, such as Balai Citoyen, Y’en A Marre, Filimbi, etc. Building a “big 
tent” has been a significant part of the Stand with Civil Society Initiative (USAID, 2014). 
Making it even bigger to include more fluid groups like these grass-root social 
movements makes sense. Reaching out to very different groups like Islamic 
associations, for example, that USAID might be less comfortable working with, could 
also be important in terms of trying to restore a healthy state-society relation in some 
states. The more USAID reaches out to different groups, the easier it will be to 
differentiate between the legitimate and opportunistic ones. 

Reaching out is both a simpler activity than funding groups or engaging in programs and 
also one that is qualitatively different. The State Department might typically resort to 
such reaching out more than USAID. Yet, USAID should do more of it. It might be less 
risky for USAID to do this than State in terms of taking away legitimacy of groups by 
being associated with western donors. 

Such reaching out must also include protection. USAID’s existing efforts to protect 
harassed activists must be strengthened and would ideally be extended to State and 
DOD. Documenting repression, being there to witness, providing physical security and 
legal defense would probably all be important components of such an approach.  

10.3 SUPPORT PROTESTS TO HELP CONFRONT DEMOCRATIC 
BACKSLIDING 

Although still rather tentative, the evidence presented in this report suggests that 
protests can help prevent democratic backsliding. In the DRC, it is unambiguous that 
the protest wave that began in 2015 has so far prevented the government from 
shredding its earlier constitutional commitments. Similarly, Burkina’s protests were 
responsible for stopping Blaise Compaoré’s attempts to change the constitution. Some 
of these countries might not show democratic progress, but protests have proven more 
effective than many other forms of political action to prevent regression toward 
authoritarianism.  

USAID is rightly concerned about backsliding, through which governments legally 
restrict freedoms and democracy between elections. Protests attempt to undermine 
incumbents’ tilting of the playing field. When protests explicitly respond to such 
“democratic breaches” (Mueller, 2016) as third-term amendments, USAID should 
publicly stand in support of them. The best way to do this would depend on local 
conditions as, in certain cases, USAID support could hurt the perceived legitimacy of a 



 

 

 

movement and/or expose it to restrictive laws. Joining with other donors could help. 
Avoiding backsliding could also allow USAID to maintain programs that might otherwise 
have to be cut down, as when partner governments pass anti-LGBT laws.  

10.4 PREVENT AND SANCTION PROTEST REPRESSION 
Protest repression is widespread and on the rise in African countries. It leads to more 
protests in somewhat more democratic regimes and fewer in authoritarian ones. 
Irrespective of its effects on the intensity of protests, repression clearly affects protest 
outcome. When soldiers, police and other security forces arrest, detain or shoot at 
demonstrators, they often succeed in undermining the success of protests, provided the 
repression is consistent. When security forces abstain from violence or are divided in 
their use of it, protesters stand a much greater chance of success. 

This might not directly be the remit of USAID, but U.S. military training of African forces 
must continue to promote not only respect for human rights but for the constitutionality 
of public protest. Security personnel must be trained to avoid violence against civilians 
and reminded of their international legal obligations to disobey orders that violate 
essential human rights. U.S. authorities must stand ready to find ways to prosecute 
and/or sanction mass abuses and atrocities against protesters.  

The more dependent on foreign aid, the more African governments refrain from protest 
repression. This finding might not imply that more aid should be given since 
governments that benefit from other sources of revenue are likely to remain somewhat 
autonomous from donor demands. Yet, in situations where donors like USAID do have 
leverage, there should be no hesitation to speak up and reduce or cut off funds when 
needed. 

10.5 SUPPORT AN ENABLING ENVIRONMENT 
Although it is a legitimate concern of many USAID staff, i t is probably somewhat 
unrealistic to limit interventions to non-violent protests or to think that protests can be 
prevented from turning violent. Violent extremism, which USAID is actively engaged in 
countering, is qualitatively different from the violence that can arise in protest situations. 
Of course, youth-targeted programs toward peaceful election participation and other 
“peace caravans” are unlikely to hurt and can contribute to attitudes that are conducive 
to functional democracy. However, when people are systematically excluded from 
meaningful political participation and when institutions are corrupted by incumbents, 
anger can be productive. USAID seeks the productive engagement of youth in politics. It 
might not want to support it, but efforts to quell it might not be in the best interests of 
democracy promotion. Still, USAID can help promote reciprocally non-violent 
environments for protests by pressuring governments to refrain from repression and by 
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encouraging CSOs to adopt non-violent codes of conduct. Actions like “stay-at-home” 
strikes or “ghost towns” could also be encouraged as they limit opportunities for 
violence while creating substantial disruption for the regime. Preventing repression of 
traditional media is vital but preservation of access to the Internet, cellphones and social 
media can be equally important as tools of citizen voice and accountability. USAID 
could encourage further training and experimentation with social media tools in 
countries that lag behind. 

10.6 BE AWARE OF UNPREDICTABILITY OF OUTCOMES 
Whatever actions USAID adopts, it should be ready for the possibility that protests 
might result in violence and non-democratic outcomes, despite best intentions to ‘do no 
harm.’ It should also be ready for the possibility that its actions might not have any 
visible effect on protest or protest outcomes. Because of different threshold 
distributions, the same intervention can yield different outcomes in two different 
societies. USAID’s efforts might show no measurable effects, yet they could be part of 
the cumulative dynamics that could eventually lead to sudden dramatic political change.  
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