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Outline of the presentation 

• Introduction & definitions 
• Background to election alliances & 

coalition governments 
• Causes and factors motivating party 

alliance and coalition building 
• Effects of party coalitions on national 

cohesion, party systems and policy-
making. 



Politics of Party Alliances and 
Coalitions in Socially-divided 
Africa (INTRODUCTION  1) 

In the context of this presentation: 
• Coalition: the coming together of a minimum of two 

political parties for a certain period, in pursuit of an 
agreed set of common goals to be reached by means 
of a common strategy, joint actions, the pooling  of 
resources and the distribution of possible subsequent 
pay-offs. 

• Electoral alliance: grouping of parties jointly 
competing in an election 

• Party Coalition: post-election grouping of 
parties in parliament 

• Coalition government: grouping of parties in 
government  
 



Politics of Party Alliances and 
Coalitions in Socially-divided 
Africa (INTRODUCTION 2) 

• Pre-electoral alliances and post-election 
coalitions are increasingly a significant 
feature of contemporary African politics 
 

• The building of a coalition government is 
the logical next step when no party has 
been able to secure an absolute majority of 
seats, particularly in contexts where 
government is to be formed by the majority 
party (e.g. parliamentary & semi-
presidential systems). 



Politics of Party Alliances and 
Coalitions in Socially-divided 
African states 

QUESTIONS 
• What are the causes and factors motivating 

alliance and coalition building?  
• How effective have coalition governments 

been in fostering national cohesion in socially-
divided African countries?  

• What has been the impact of party alliances 
and coalitions on party systems in Africa? 

• What has been the impact of party alliances 
and coalitions on policy making? 
 



Causes and motivating factors 
(1) 

• Parliamentary versus presidential regimes: 
needed in both at different degrees but is 
unavoidable in parliamentary systems where 
no party controls at least 50% + 1 seats 

• Under which electoral systems are pre-
electoral alliances encouraged: 
– FPTP stimulates pre-election alliances where parties 

are ethnically-based with no dominant party 
– PR encourages pre-electoral alliances where a high 

electoral threshold is required 
– In two round presidential and legislative systems. 

 
 

 
 
 
 



Causes and motivating factors 
(2) 

• Election results: for both alliances & coalitions (relative 
strength of the parties) 

• Type of legal framework may stimulate the building of 
pre-electoral alliances and post-electoral coalitions (e.g. 
minimum electoral threshold in Kenya) 

• Ethnic factor: very influential factor where political 
parties are ethnically/racially based 

• Degree of party institutionalisation 
• Ideological factor: largely insignificant factor (outside 

South Africa) 
• Financial security factor (see office seeking theories): 

very strong if not the most dominant feature 
•  Floor crossing legislation (SA) 

 



Effects of alliances and coalitions 
on national cohesion 

- Alliances and coalitions may bring together parties 
from different and/or conflicting ethnic backgrounds 
and, as such, they couls contribute to national 
cohesion 

- Tensions within coalition governments have led to 
governmental stalemates (Kenya under NARC and 
Nelson Mandela Bay in SA) 

- The disintegration of party coalitions in contexts of 
entrenched ethnic hostility may provoke politically-
motivated ethnic violence and lead to a reversal of 
national cohesion.  

- In the long run, alliances and coalitions could soften 
the intensity of strife when party leaders realise that 
they stand a chance to be elected in peaceful and 
democratic elections 

 
 

 
 
 



Effects of alliances and 
coalitions on party systems 

 Smaller parties usually enter into coalitions for 
short-term goals while large parties tend to 
focus on a long term strategy to consolidate 
their party  

As a result, party alliances and coalitions: 
 Weaken smaller parties 
 Strengthen the main party in the alliance/coalition 

(Kenya, Mauritius and ANC and DA in SA) 
Can this process culminate in the gradual 

reconfiguration and stabilisation of the party 
system with the survival of the fittest?  
 



Effects of alliances and 
coalitions on policy 

While in most African countries ideology is 
not the main factor behind coalition and 
alliance building, by bringing political 
parties together, coalitions may 
contribute to a degree of policy 
harmonisation (SA) 
 
 In the long term, policy harmonisation 

may lead to the convergence, continuity 
and certainty of policies (SA) 
 
 



Conclusion (1) 
• Multiparty democracy rests on strong, viable and 

effective parties, party coalitions (where 
applicable) and, broadly, on stable party systems  

• Where legal frameworks weaken the party 
system, reforms are necessary, including 
regulation of coalitions  

• It is, however, worth pointing out that excessive 
regulation of coalitions cannot be advocated to 
avoid the infringement of the freedom of 
association.  



Conclusion (2) 
• In 2011, Kenya reformed its party law  and recognises 

and regulates party coalitions.  
• Too early to fully assess the effects of these reforms 

in strengthening the Kenyan party system but a 
coalition government has survived the whole 5-year 
parliamentary cycle and is in its second cycle 

• Given that party alliances and coalitions are here to 
stay and that their disintegration, under certain 
circumstances, can cause grave devastation, we must 
constantly learn lessons and carry out reforms for 
continual improvement of the practice of coalition.  

===============================================  
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