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Abstract
In this paper, we argue that the future of development in Africa lies in the shift from
democracy in the conventional sense to technocracy, where the role of the expert is
recognized and appreciated. We set out by presenting conceptualizations of
democracy and technocracy. Thereafter, we highlight the challenge posed by the
demands of the information society to traditional concepts of democracy.

Introduction
Democracy is a system of governance in which political leaders are freely elected,
with the underlying assumption that the leadership will be responsible to the governed
by translating pre-election pledges into concrete policies that enhance the general
welfare of society. However, the elected leaders rely on experts to formulate and
implement the relevant policies. Such technocrats therefore exercise authority and
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power by virtue of their competence in specific fields. Thus the technocrat exercises
influence on the political leader, who in turn takes credit for the benefits that accrue to
society.

In this paper, we argue that the future of development in Africa lies in the shift from
democracy in the conventional sense to technocracy, where the role of the expert is
recognized and appreciated. We set out by presenting conceptualizations of
democracy and technocracy. Thereafter, we highlight the challenge posed by the
demands of the information society to traditional concepts of democracy.

Conceptualising Technocracy and Democracy

Technocracy
The term “Technocracy” was first used by Smyth (1919). Smyth's usage referred
purely to Industrial democracy, in which he sought to demonstrate the integration of
‘workers into decision making through existing firms or revolution’. Later the term
came to mean government by specialized decision making. A technocratic
government is a system of experts designed to ensure administrative functions are
carried out efficiently (Wikipedia 2009).

Technocrats are individuals with specialized training, who approach societal problems
from the vantage point of appropriate knowledge and experience. They seek solutions
to problems in science and technology broadly conceived. According to Njalsson
(2006), ‘technocrats are primarily driven by their cognitive "problem-solution
mindsets", and only in part by particular occupational group interests. The activities
of technocrat’s and the increasing success of their ideas are thought to be a crucial
factor behind the modern spread of technology and the largely ideological concept of
the "Information Society"’.

A technocracy thus describes a situation or society in which those who govern justify
themselves

by

appeal

to expertise

in scientific forms of knowledge. In
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contradistinction to democracy, technocracy is a system in which decision makers are
selected on the basis of the knowledge they demonstrate, rather than how much
political capital they hold or how popular they are. One can easily characterize some
forms of technocracy as elitism, whereby the "most qualified" and the administrative
elite tend to be the same (Rose 2006; Golden 2006). Overall, a technocracy relies
more on expertise and leadership skills selected through bureaucratic processes rather
than democratic elections.

According to Hubbert(1974) and Howard (2005), technocracy irreducibly displays the
following features:
·

Laws and regulations are designed to pay attention to performance and
efficiency, not individuals.

·

Laws are enforced by designing a system such that it is impossible to break
them.

·

The various ‘branches of the government work together and share knowledge
to maximize the performance of each branch in as equal a way as is feasible’.

·

Only experts occupy positions where crucial decisions are to be made in the
bureaucracy, so that, for a few instances, the economy is regulated by
economists; Social policy is designed by political scientists; the health care
system is run by medical professionals.

The above framework may seem authoritarian, but the principles of a technocracy
should be anticipatory - designed as a form of in-built problem-solving, in which
action is based on the psychology of conditioning, rather than on the intrusive whims
of personality. Such an approach to handling complex issues allows for a reasonable
division of roles as follows:
·

Experts provide understanding of the dynamics, facts and stakes involved.

·

Citizens provide the values, every-day issues, and common sense suggestions.

·

Consequently, experts prepare policy recommendations.
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Broadly speaking, then, a technocracy is governance by those who have reached the
pinnacle of their fields of specialization. Thus a technocracy should infuse a logistical
approach to societal challenges.

Democracy
Democracy is a form of government in which the supreme power is held by the
people under a free electoral system (Dunn 1994; Kurt 2007). Democracies function
within the framework of two related principles, namely, (1) all members of the society
have equal access to power, and (2) all members enjoy universally recognized
freedoms and liberties.

There is a variety of democracies, some of which provide better representation and
more freedoms for their citizens than others. However, if any democracy is not
carefully designed to avoid an uneven distribution of political power, a branch of the
system accumulates power in a way that is harmful to democracy itself. The
" majority rule" is often described as a characteristic feature of democracy, but
without responsible government it is possible for the rights of a minority to be abused
by the "tyranny of the majority". An essential process in a representative democracy is
competitive election, that is fair both substantively and procedurally. Furthermore,
freedom of political expression, freedom of speech and freedom of the press are
essential, so that citizens are informed and able to vote in their personal interests. In
short, popular participation and respect for human rights have long been central
components of nations that subscribe to the democratic ideal. With these principles in
mind, a democracy seeks to achieve the following:
·

The promotion of individual and social liberties, security, stability, and
prosperity.

·

The upholding of participatory principles and structures.

·

Identification and denunciation of internal institutions that deny their members
the right to choose their leadership in a free, fair, and transparent manner.
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These are weighty matters requiring careful crafting, necessitating the input of
technocrats in a democracy. Although popular sovereignty may exist, its evaluation
and veracity may be an uphill task.

In many countries, democracy is based on the philosophical principle of equal rights.
Extrapolating this discourse then, the term "democracy" connotes political pluralism,
equality before the law, the right to petition elected officials for redress of grievances,
due process, civil liberties, human rights, and elements of civil society outside the
government (Dahl 1989). By implication, in a democracy, popularly elected persons
make decisions that ordinarily should be left to experts. Wanyande (1987) avers that
in a democratic system, the political leader is elected to office partly because of the
election pledges he makes. Once in office, the politician has a challenge of
transforming the pledges into action. A politician’s mandate is not based on
knowledge, skills or performances. In essence, an election brings on board both
experts and non-experts. The challenge is that the politician will be evaluated by the
electorate on the basis of how well he/she translates his/her pledges into action. The
flipside is a thorough examination of what role specialized knowledge ought to play
in leadership, given that the society is so complex that solutions to its problems
require multiple threads of expertise.

If the aim is to create a future most desired by the people, effective leadership must
move from conscious belief based decision making to value-based decision making.
The fundamental question to be asked in this regard is, "when a decision is being
taken, is it aligned with the values represented by the government and the democratic
aspirations of the people?” If the decision were to be rational but not in concurrence
with such values, it would not be consistent with the objective of growth and
development.

In our view, democracy, just like all other forms of governance, is not a clean,
theoretical concept applied to reality, but a process that has evolved. Democracy in its
modern sense is traceable to different facets associated with the social development of
Europe. It is possible to see the link between the evolution of democracy and the
secularization of Europe that took place in the 17th and 18th centuries. One can begin
by citing the Medieval separation of power between the Church and State, through the
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works of philosophers such as Locke and Voltaire who proposed a constitutional
division of power between the king and parliament in which the subjects had absolute
rights to life, liberty and property, to Montesquieu, another French philosopher, who
proposed a system where power was divided into three, namely, the legislature,
executive and judiciary.

For a number of reasons, the above models of governance are not pure democracies in
the strict sense. First, they are based on constitutions which limit the scope of
governance

within

a specific

social

consensus. Second, they are based on

representation, not direct participation, so that the citizen does not play a significant
role in rowing the boat of decision making. Third, they merely respond to existing
laws and regulations, which do not necessarily nurture an environment conducive to
the making of sound decisions. For example, many investment decisions are
politically driven due to their popular appeal, rather than their ability to generate
quality life for the citizens. Even worse for the newly independent African countries,
their constitutions were designed by colonial masters, who wanted particular forms of
governance to thrive for the colonialists’ own interests. Demand for review of these
constitutions has not been easily entertained, because radical constitutional reforms
are bound to destabilize the balance of power at the economic front. Forth, there is a
social stratum of civil servants organized in a bureaucracy - a class that is supposed to
be based on professionalism and expert knowledge - but their own interests and those
of the political leadership frequently override the pursuit of the true common good.

In its pure form, democracy is the most impracticable of systems. To appreciate this,
one only needs to look at ancient Athens where every day, about five thousand men
met at the main square to deliberate on all issues including but not limited to war and
peace, the budget, the laws, kinds of punishment, property and life. Such a system
cannot allocate resources rationally, because it lacks the requisite expertise to do so. It
actually misallocates resources depending on the prevailing political interests. So
what is the way out for Africa?

When addressing citizens, many African presidents assume that they hold the
solutions to all the problems bedeviling society. Such presidents often forget that a
ruler is only a temporary trustee, and not the owner of the people’s future. This is the
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folly of democracy - that the ruler’s vision is based upon and defines proposals and
suggestions made by millions of the country’s citizens. Consequently, what the leader
does is to simply articulate the collective wishes of the people, whether he believes in
that vision or not. Thus Africa’s current political leaders frequently make the
following debatable claims:
·

That the citizens should join the leaders in a united and concerted effort at
bringing material advancement.

·

That governance as currently practiced in Africa is a value-driven liberal
democracy.

·

That when the leaders speak of material advancement and well-being, they
refer to the overall elevation of the living standards of the citizenry.

Expertise and Citizenship: The Challenge to Democracy
The ideal of democracy is that citizens make decisions that affect their own lives.
However, governance is so complex that a mere vote cannot decide on the suitability
or otherwise of a particular policy. So, would we know what to do with the
government if we took control of it? Take the post election violence in Kenya for
example, where the youth unleashed violence, leading to rampant anarchy, including
the loss of many lives. Yet in spite of the violence, Kenya was still a sovereign state,
dealing with issues of foreign relations. This Kenyan experience provides an
illustration of the indispensable role of the expert in a democracy.

Most African countries still struggle with the tripartite problems that are aptly
captured by the United Nations Millennium Development Goals: Eradication of
poverty, Provision of adequate health care, and universal provision of education.
These problems can be given a solution based perspective if and only if they are well
conceived in a technocratic system embedded in a value-driven democracy. Out of
this, a country can address ways and means of investing in roads, power, water,
sanitation, health care and education by identifying the basic needs of the populace,
computing the cost of meeting them, and identifying ways of financing the relevant
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services. The amount of public resources wasted in Africa points to the lack of expert
management of public affairs.

Sachs (2005) contends that poverty in itself is a trap, such that those already in it have
no way of climbing out of it by their own effort, so that others who are able to help
the poor need to do so. This is true for many in Africa: They are poor because they are
poor. They cannot develop because they lack resources necessary for development.
Most of the development aid is appropriated by the rich. However, as an expert, Sachs
advises that the elimination of poverty is a real possibility within the lifetime of the
current generation of youth. What many leaders in Africa forget is that economic
development is a systemic process. It is not possible to pinpoint what part of an
economy requires most urgent attention without clear knowledge of how the system
as a whole works. A value-based democracy ought to be managed by people who
appreciate that development is not merely concerned with material well being, but
also covers in a broad sense all forms of human progress. Thus the development
brought about by a genuine democracy would not be measured merely by the
increased per capita income of the citizens of a country, but also by their political and
economic freedom and their equal enjoyment of the fruits of growth. Honest
democracy means the ability by the political leadership to recognize their limitations,
and to invite experts to perform important tasks in society, without feeling slighted.

The foregoing observations do not indicate that democracy is worthless, but that there
is no evidence to suggest that it is a precondition for economic growth. The claim that
democracy supports stability and sustains fair distribution of goods and services is not
supported by empirical evidence. A number of less developed countries have
disapproved it. Malaysia under Mahathir Mohamed serves as a case in point.
Economic prosperity took place within a framework of anything but democracy. It is
evident that both democracy and development denote a continuous change brought
about over a sustained period of time through deliberate efforts. In both cases
however, the role of the expert cannot be downplayed.

Wallace (2007) argues that the concept of technocracy can be defined as "rule by
skill". In this definition, Wallace likens technocracy to a platonic meritocracy of the
skilled. This analysis to some, rightly or otherwise, implies that technocrats are anti-
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democratic. However, a democracy may be effectively driven by the work and
influence of technocrats. One must bear in mind that the knowledge attributed to
technocrats need not necessarily relate only to hard sciences, as is usually assumed.
The need for a technocracy within the overall parameters of a democracy stands on
the fundamental premise that democracy is rule by the people, who might not always
be able to grasp the complexities of a modern world, which in turn calls for experts to
address intricate issues facing a nation.

Alford and Friedland (1990, 175), commenting on the transition from industrial to
post industrial society, hold that due to the growing organizational complexity of the
society, there is need for both corporate and state planning by the technocrat. This in
essence means that the politician has to seek the assistance of the technocrat in
realizing societal goals. In the conceptual development of a technocracy, the expert is
an indispensable administrative staff in a political system (Bell 1973, 364; Agarwal et.
al. 1993, 293). The technocrat is the man or woman equipped with specialized
knowledge - conceptual tools with which to look at the bigger picture, something that
often bypasses the politician (Weinberg 1977, 22-30). On the one hand, the technocrat
sees no interest but values, performance and goals. He/she is a behind-the-scenes yet
powerful assistants. On the other hand, the politician thrives on playing to the gallery.

The manner in which the politician relates to the technocrat in the course of turning
the election pledges into policies and programs for development is a matter that
interests a number of political theorists. Mugyenyi (1987, 158) contends that
politicians tend to be populists even in technical issues. To this end, Mugyenyi
approves the use of technical experts even if this is disapproved by the populace. The
citizen trusts the elected leader to think through, formulate and implement the
development agenda. A democracy allows the political leader to experiment even
without a basis for that experiment. The important thing is that the political leader will
be judged favourably or otherwise at the end of the elective term.

Technocrats, on the other hand, operate on the basis of knowledge and skills; but
technocrats need a society that recognizes merit. Today, Africa’s societal demands are
postindustrial in nature, but with a pre-industrial political leadership. In a postindustrial environment, the society defines a common core of its problems and how
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these will be confronted (Bell 1987, 60). This implies that the society needs an axial
where political authority is located. When the electorate determines the course of
policy action through a variety of pledges given by the various aspirants, the elected
politician has no option but to engage the technocrats. Gendron (1977, 46) takes a
historical perspective in locating the basis for political obligation. He urges that the
agrarian society provided land as the basis for political power, the industrial age had
capital such as machinery, while the post industrial society has human skills (human
capital).

In the light of the foregoing discussion, it seems evident that whereas the claims of
theoretical democracy are appealing and humane, ignoring the role of the technocrat
in charting the path of development presents a problem - the lack of vital knowledge
for designing sound development blueprints, and the knowhow for implementing
them. We are hereby suggesting that it is in fact democratic leaders, both in theory
and practice, who assume that the general citizenry is ignorant of what they want, is
uneducated and would mess up the state structures. Thus, political elitism which does
not want to recognize the limits of their skills is the obstacle to development. Below
we identify the principle areas in which populism clashes with science.

1. Locus of Policy Decisions. Political leadership refuses to listen to advice from
technocrats if in the process democracy is perceived as useless, inefficient, thereby
making democratic leaders unpopular or having technocrats seem to be achievers.
However practicable decisions might seem, they must either meet the political
democratic test or fail to see the light of day.

2. Practicable but Unpopular policies. Following 1 above, policy decisions formulated
by the technocrat may be sound but unpopular.

3. Technically Inadequate but Popular Policies. Conversely, decisions may be
unsound from a technical point of view, but very popular. These are likely to be
implemented because of their short term benefits to the politicians, even if in the long
run they destroy social institutions.
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4. The Fear of Technology. Technology disrupts the status quo. It comes with new
values that lead to a demand for new structures and institutions. The new structures
may even bring in the unexpected, and in the short term there may be real challenges,
but major benefits may accrue in the long term. Thus, overall, the new values improve
the quality of life, but political leadership is concerned with the here and now, not the
unseen future. They are concerned with fulfilling the election pledges, and so contrast
sharply with the technocrats who look at the short and long term results regardless of
who benefits.

5. Traditional values vis-à-vis Modernity. Technocrats focus on knowledge based
solutions to problems utilizing insights from science and technology. This tends to run
contrary to what is known and available. To ward off the technocratic challenges, the
political leader brands the technocrat an agent of foreign ideas and values, and claims
that this new knowledge is contrary to the cherished African values bequeathed to us
by our forefathers. This argument sounds very patriotic to the citizenry. Yet the
technocrat has no platform from which to explain his position.

Conclusion
In every instance, the nature of a decision reflects a value. For example, if a
democracy were to value trust, then the leadership needs to take decisions that allow it
to display and experience trust. Value-based decision making is not reliant upon
predetermined reasoning based on past experiences. Instead, it is essentially a
forward-looking process which asks the question, "How can I respond to this situation
in such a way that I am able to express my most deeply held values?"

What technocracy aims for is not the assimilation of democratic institutions, but
rather the total transformation of constitutionalism, entailing the introduction of
knowledge-based means of assessing the desired development needs, aligning them to
available resources, and mainstreaming these in a future value oriented thinking and
policy decision making. The technocrat seeks to inform, assess and integrate the
infrastructure in a merit-based management system. This is the future for African
development.
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