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ABSTRACT 

 

Africa’s wave of democratisation since 1990 has transformed political institutions in the region.  

But while democracy is a desirable end in itself, considerable doubts remain about whether it is 

contributing to better development outcomes.  This study investigates the impact of political 

constraints on electricity generating capacity, using cross-national data for 46 sub-Saharan 

African countries. It tests the hypothesis that institutions that restrain arbitrary executive 

authority result in higher levels of electricity generating capacity. The hypothesis is informed by 

the theory of credible commitment.  This theory holds that political constraints provide a stable 

political and policy environment that reduces temptations for governments to renege on their 

commitments.  Credible commitments are especially important in attracting investment with a 

long gestation period, such as investment in electricity generating capacity. In my method I use a 

combination of statistical analysis and nested case studies to probe the congruence of these 

outcomes with my hypothesis. For the nested analysis I use the statistically chosen countries of 

Rwanda and Kenya, which in themselves conform to the pattern of the hypothesis. My central 

finding is that the presence of democratic political institutions has led to improved electricity 

generating outcomes in African states. In this way the study contributes to the understanding of 

the developmental consequences of democratisation in Africa. 

 


