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ABSTRACT 

This paper re- examines the complex political trajectory of Malawi from independence in 1964 through 2024, challenging traditional binary categorizations of its 

history as a straightforward transition from dictatorship to democracy. It argues that Malawi’s political evolution is better understood as a continuum marked by 

persistent authoritarian legacies, contested democratic breakthroughs, and ongoing struggles over power, institutions, and citizen agency. By analyzing key periods 

including Kamuzu Banda’s autocracy, the 1993 democratic transition, democratic backsliding under Bingu wa Mutharika, the 2020 constitutional court ruling, and 

the post-2020 democratic fatigue this study reveals how Malawi’s politics reflect hybrid regimes shaped by elite behavior, institutional weaknesses, and vibrant 

civil society resistance. The paper concludes by advocating for a nuanced framework that goes beyond dichotomies and recognizes the cyclical and contested nature 

of Malawi’s democratic project. 
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1. Introduction 

Malawi’s political history is often framed as a textbook example of Africa’s broader democratic journey: a postcolonial dictatorship giving way to a 

multiparty system in the 1990s, with all the promises and pitfalls that followed. While this narrative has merit, it obscures important continuities and 

nuances. It assumes a linear movement from repression to freedom, neglecting how authoritarian logics can persist within formally democratic institutions. 

This paper reconsiders the binary of democracy and dictatorship in Malawian political history from 1964 to 2024 and argues for a more fluid understanding 

of political transitions shaped by both institutional change and enduring political culture. 

2.Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative critical case study approach to examine the evolution of Malawi’s political system from independence in 1964 to 2024. 

The case study method allows for a deep, contextualized analysis of a single country to critically assess and challenge dominant binary frameworks that 

separate democracy from authoritarianism. This approach draws on a combination of historical analysis, document review, and critical political 

interpretation. Sources include peer-reviewed academic literature, policy documents, legal judgments (such as the 2020 Constitutional Court ruling), 

electoral commission reports, news archives, and public speeches. 

The study does not aim to generalize findings statistically but rather to theoretically interrogate how regime hybridity and democratic fatigue manifest 

within a specific postcolonial African context. Malawi is treated as a critical and illustrative case: its political trajectory marked by phases of 

authoritarianism, democratic reform, and backsliding offers insight into the complex continuum between dictatorship and democracy. The longitudinal 

scope (1964–2024) enables a historical understanding of institutional persistence, elite behavior, and citizen agency across multiple regimes. 

3. The Foundations of Authoritarian Rule (1964–1994) 

3.1 Postcolonial Consolidation of Power 

Upon gaining independence on July 6, 1964, Malawi quickly transitioned to an authoritarian state under Dr. Hastings Kamuzu Banda. By 1966, a new 

republican constitution abolished the prime ministerial office and consolidated Banda’s power as President. The Malawi Congress Party (MCP) became 

the sole legal party, and in 1971 Banda was declared “President for Life” (Posner, 1995; Dearing, 2021). 

http://www.ijrpr.com/
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State control was centralized through: 

• Malawi Young Pioneers (MYP): Established in 1963, the MYP served as a rural-development and technical corps but evolved into a 

paramilitary apparatus for surveillance, indoctrination, and repression. Trained by Taiwan, Israel, and China, with extrajudicial arrest powers, 

the MYP enforced Banda’s ideology “Kamuzuism” and the cult of personality surrounding “Ngwazi” (Pambazuka, 2020; Dearing, 2021). 

• Censorship and propaganda: Under the Censorship and Control of Entertainments Act, all media was tightly regulated. Only content 

favorable to the MCP was allowed, while Radio Malawi served as the regime’s propaganda arm (Posner, 1995). 

• Elimination of opposition: The 1964 Cabinet Crisis led to the purging of dissenting ministers, some exiled or detained. The execution of 

those linked to the 1983 “Mwanza Four” further demonstrated the lethal suppression of dissent (Posner, 1995). 

A pervasive cult of personality grew around Banda: MCP membership cards were mandatory, and portraits of Banda-dressed in his distinctive suit, bowler 

hat, and flywhisk were displayed everywhere. The title “Ngwazi” became synonymous with Banda’s absolute authority (Dearing, 2021). 

Though some argue Banda’s rule provided stability and infrastructural development, these were secured at the cost of civil liberties and a suppressed 

judiciary (Posner, 1995). 

3.2 Economic Growth, Elitism, and Inequality 

Banda’s early years saw steady GDP growth through an export-focused, state-led economic model rooted in estate agriculture. However, this masked 

stark inequalities (UNDP, 2017). 

• Estate agriculture dominance: Large estates producing tobacco, tea, and sugar were promoted, often taking over customary lands. ADMARC 

purchased smallholder produce at low prices to fund state priorities while bolstering elite estate profits (Stambuli, 2016; Posner, 1995). 

• Controlled foreign investment: Banda welcomed FDI from Western and South African sources, but only in sectors aligned with regime 

interests, reinforcing elite cronyism (Stambuli, 2016) 

• Limited social spending: Banda’s vision favored an “educated elite” rather than mass education, resulting in poor literacy and deep regional 

poverty, especially in the south (UNDP, 2017). 

• Donor dependency and structural adjustments: The 1980s brought economic crises, debts, droughts, and IMF/World Bank-imposed 

structural adjustments that slashed public services, drawing widespread discontent (UNDP, 2017; PoliticalEconomy.org.za, 2018). 

While infrastructure expanded, Banda’s development model entrenched elite accumulation and exacerbated rural exclusion. 

3.3 Socio-Political Control and Cultural Engineering 

Banda’s regime enforced strict moral norms: women were banned from wearing trousers or skirts above the knee, men from long hair, and cultural 

expression was tightly censored (Wikipedia, 2025; Vail, & White, 1991). The state leveraged traditional authorities-chiefs and customary courts-to enforce 

conformity under the guise of “African tradition” (Political Economy.org.za, 2018). 

4. Democratic Transition and Liberalization (1993–2004) 

4.1 The Referendum and Rise of Multipartyism 

The end of one-party rule in Malawi was neither sudden nor inevitable-it emerged from years of accumulating grievances, international pressure, and 

strategic mobilization-by opposition forces. The 1992 pastoral letter issued by Catholic bishops, titled Living Our Faith, criticized the Banda regime’s 

human rights abuses and economic mismanagement. This unprecedented move by the Church emboldened civil society and laid the moral groundwork 

for dissent (Phiri, 2000; Posner, 1995). 

At the same time, international donors, led by the World Bank and the IMF, began conditioning aid on political reform, citing poor governance and 

widespread repression. These economic pressures, combined with rising inflation, unemployment, and growing inequality, fueled public demand for 

change (vonDoepp, 2005). The formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF) in 1992, led by Bakili Muluzi a former MCP Secretary General turned 

opposition leader-galvanized opposition sentiment (Phiri, 2000; Patel & Svasand, 2007). 

In 1993, a national referendum was held to determine whether Malawi would retain its one-party system or transition to a multiparty democracy. The 

result was a landslide: approximately 64% voted in favor of multipartyism, signaling the end of Banda’s autocracy. The following year, Malawi held its 

first multiparty elections. The UDF won a decisive victory, with Muluzi elected President and the MCP relegated to the opposition (Posner, 1995; Patel 

& Svasand, 2007). 
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4.2 Democratic Gains and Their Limits 

The Muluzi administration (1994–2004) initially represented a remarkable shift in Malawian governance. Political prisoners were released, freedom of 

speech and assembly was restored, and the media operated with a newfound sense of liberty. These developments earned Malawi international praise and 

increased foreign aid inflows (Posner, 1995; Patel & Svasand, 2007). 

Muluzi’s government introduced policies intended to liberalize the economy and decentralize state functions. The Local Government Act of 1998 revived 

local governance structures that had been suppressed during Banda’s regime. Additionally, constitutional and legal reforms laid the groundwork for 

multiparty competition and judicial independence (vonDoepp, 2005). 

However, democratic euphoria quickly gave way to disillusionment. The very institutions that were meant to protect democracy-parliament, the judiciary, 

and civil service-remained under-resourced, politically compromised, or easily manipulated (Chingaipe, 2022). Muluzi relied heavily on patronage 

networks, distributing public appointments and resources to political allies in exchange for loyalty. Corruption became endemic, with several high-profile 

scandals tarnishing the image of the UDF (Chingaipe, 2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

One of the most critical moments came in the early 2000s when Muluzi sought a constitutional amendment to allow for a third term in office. Though 

framed as a popular demand, the initiative was widely seen as an attempt to extend personal rule. Civil society organizations, opposition parties, and 

religious leaders mobilized mass protests, and parliament ultimately rejected the amendment in 2002 (vonDoepp, 2005; Phiri, 2000). This resistance 

demonstrated the strength of emerging democratic norms, but also highlighted the vulnerability of Malawi’s institutions to elite capture. 

Muluzi's decision to step down in 2004 and support Bingu wa Mutharika as his successor was interpreted as a tactical move to retain influence from 

behind the scenes. Mutharika, who had served in Muluzi's cabinet and was relatively unknown to the broader electorate, won the presidency with UDF 

backing—but his later defection marked a significant turning point in Malawi’s political evolution (Patel & Svasand, 2007). 

In sum, while the democratic transition of the 1990s brought meaningful change, it also exposed the fragility of Malawi’s political institutions. The 

consolidation of democracy was hampered by persistent structural weaknesses: a weak civil service, a fragile economy, and political culture shaped by 

decades of authoritarian rule. Political liberalization outpaced institutional reform, resulting in a democracy that was electoral in form but oligarchic in 

function (Chingaipe, 2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

5. The Return of Authoritarian Tendencies (2004–2012) 

5.1 Bingu wa Mutharika: Reformer to Autocrat 

The rise and fall of Bingu wa Mutharika’s presidency offers a compelling case of how initially reformist leaders can gradually shift toward authoritarian 

rule. Elected in 2004 under the United Democratic Front (UDF) banner with the backing of outgoing President Bakili Muluzi, Mutharika began his 

presidency with a strong anti-corruption and pro-development agenda. However, his eventual break with Muluzi and the UDF, the formation of the 

Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), and the concentration of power in the executive laid the groundwork for authoritarian resurgence (Chingaipe, 2022; 

Patel & Svasand, 2007). 

5.2. Early Reform and Economic Success (2004-2009) 

Mutharika's first term was marked by a significant improvement in macroeconomic management and agricultural productivity. One of his most widely 

celebrated policies was the Farm Input Subsidy Programme (FISP), introduced in 2005. By subsidizing fertilizer and improved seed for smallholder 

farmers, Malawi transformed from a food-insecure country to a regional food exporter in just a few years. Agricultural growth, coupled with debt relief 

under the Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative, contributed to a GDP growth rate that peaked at over 7% annually during parts of his first 

term (Phiri, 2000; Chingaipe, 2022). 

In addition, Mutharika launched the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy (MGDS), which prioritized infrastructure, education, and energy 

development. His administration also pushed for reduced donor dependency and more domestic resource mobilization, which resonated with pan-African 

ideals of sovereignty and self-reliance (Nyasulu, 2021). 

His break with the UDF-due to tensions with Muluzi over interference in government-led to the founding of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) in 

2005. Though criticized at the time as politically opportunistic, the DPP soon became the dominant party in parliament, and Mutharika won a second 

term in the 2009 elections with over 66% of the vote-a landslide that underscored public approval of his developmental achievements (Patel & Svasand, 

2007). 

5.3. Authoritarian Turn and Democratic Backsliding (2009-2012) 

Mutharika’s second term, however, marked a stark departure from his earlier reformist stance. Emboldened by his landslide victory, he increasingly 

sidelined dissent, centralized decision-making, and weakened checks and balances (Chingaipe, 2022). 

Key features of this authoritarian drift included: 
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• Suppression of Civil Society and Protest: In July 2011, nationwide protests erupted over fuel shortages, rising living costs, and governance 

failures. The government's response was brutal. Police and security forces opened fire on protestors in multiple cities, resulting in at least 20 

deaths. Human rights organizations and opposition parties condemned the excessive use of force, while the government justified the 

crackdowns as necessary to maintain order (Chingaipe, 2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

• Attacks on Academic and Press Freedom: In 2011, the government introduced policies requiring university lecturers to obtain permission 

before making “political” statements. When Chancellor College academic Dr. Blessings Chinsinga made a classroom analogy linking fuel 

shortages to broader political instability, he was interrogated by police and suspended. The incident sparked a prolonged academic strike and 

became a symbol of the shrinking space for academic freedom. Similarly, media outlets faced growing censorship, harassment, and 

intimidation. The passing of the Injunctions Bill, which limited individuals' ability to seek legal redress against the government, drew 

widespread criticism from legal experts and activists (Chingaipe, 2022). 

• Political Intolerance and Personalization of Power: Mutharika increasingly surrounded himself with loyalists, often marginalizing dissent 

within his own party. He appointed family members to key positions-most notably his brother, Peter Mutharika, as Minister of Education and 

later Minister of Foreign Affairs-raising fears of dynastic succession. The president’s disdain for criticism and his confrontational style 

alienated traditional allies, including international donors (Chingaipe, 2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

• Economic Decline and Donor Withdrawal: By 2011, the Malawian economy was in decline. Foreign exchange shortages, fuel crises, and 

declining aid inflows-caused partly by donor discontent with governance-created a severe economic squeeze. The expulsion of the British 

High Commissioner Fergus Cochrane-Dyet in 2011, after the leak of a diplomatic cable criticizing Mutharika’s growing authoritarianism, led 

to a sharp decline in aid. The government’s insistence on controlling the currency and resistance to devaluation further exacerbated the crisis 

(Chingaipe, 2022). 

5.4. Death and Constitutional Crisis (2012) 

On April 5, 2012, Mutharika suffered a fatal heart attack. His sudden death plunged Malawi into a short but tense constitutional crisis. Senior cabinet 

members and security officials allegedly attempted to prevent the lawful succession of Vice President Joyce Banda, who had been expelled from the DPP 

in 2010 for refusing to endorse Peter Mutharika as Bingu’s successor. 

However, Malawi's constitution proved resilient. Civil society organizations, opposition leaders, and the Malawi Defence Force resisted any attempt at a 

constitutional coup. Within two days, Joyce Banda was sworn in as Malawi’s first female president, marking a rare instance in African politics where 

legal and constitutional order prevailed against elite power struggles (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

6. Brief Renewal and Persistent Challenges (2012–2020) 

6.1 Joyce Banda and the “Cashgate” Scandal 

The ascension of Joyce Banda to the presidency in April 2012 was a historic moment, not only because she became Malawi’s first female president but 

also because she inherited a country mired in economic decline and political instability following Bingu wa Mutharika’s authoritarian second term. 

Banda’s administration was initially characterized by a marked shift in tone and style. She restored strained relationships with international donors, re-

engaged with civil society, and adopted a more open and consultative leadership model (Chingaipe, 2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

Among her early reform efforts, Banda floated the Malawian kwacha, a move encouraged by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to correct the 

currency misalignment that had contributed to forex shortages and market distortions under her predecessor. She also resumed dialogue with key bilateral 

and multilateral donors, many of whom had suspended aid during Bingu’s final years. These efforts saw donor inflows resume, particularly for the health, 

education, and social protection sectors (Chingaipe, 2022). 

Furthermore, Banda expanded social welfare initiatives, including scaling up the Social Cash Transfer Programme (SCTP), which provided direct support 

to ultra-poor households. She also prioritized maternal health, girls’ education, and women's empowerment, leveraging her background as a gender rights 

advocate (Nyasulu, 2021). 

However, Banda’s reformist image was severely damaged by the eruption of the Cashgate scandal in late 2013. The scandal-uncovered following the 

attempted assassination of Ministry of Finance budget director Paul Mphwiyo-exposed massive fraud and looting of government funds through the 

Integrated Financial Management Information System (IFMIS). It was revealed that civil servants and businesspersons colluded to siphon off funds by 

creating fake procurement contracts and inflating invoices (Chingaipe, 2022). 

While Banda claimed credit for initiating the forensic audit and supporting the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB) investigation, critics argued that the theft 

occurred under her watch and that key members of her People's Party (PP) may have been involved. A 2014 audit by British firm Baker Tilly estimated 

that over MWK 13 billion (about USD 30 million) had been stolen in just six months. However, other estimates suggest the actual losses could be in the 

hundreds of millions of dollars over several years (Chingaipe, 2022). 
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The scandal significantly eroded public trust and donor confidence, especially as prosecutions moved slowly and many high-profile suspects remained 

unpunished. With a damaged reputation and a fragmented political base, Banda lost the 2014 general election to Peter Mutharika of the Democratic 

Progressive Party (DPP). After her defeat, she went into self-imposed exile, citing threats to her life and politicized investigations (Nyasulu, 2021; 

Chingaipe, 2022). 

6.2 Peter Mutharika and Electoral Manipulation 

Peter Mutharika, the younger brother of the late Bingu wa Mutharika, assumed office in 2014 after a contested electoral process that saw delays in vote 

counting and widespread logistical challenges. His presidency (2014–2020) was marked by increasing political polarization, renewed concerns over 

governance, and weakening democratic norms (Nyasulu, 2021). 

Although the first years of his term saw economic stabilization, with inflation declining and foreign reserves increasing, political developments raised 

serious concerns: 

6.3. Authoritarian Governance and Politicization of Institutions 

Mutharika's government faced accusations of: 

• Politicizing the police and using security forces to intimidate opposition figures and civil society activists. 

• Undermining judicial independence, particularly during attempts to shield allies from corruption investigations. 

• Curtailing media freedom, with threats and harassment directed at independent journalists and outlets. The Malawi Communications 

Regulatory Authority (MACRA) was often accused of selective enforcement and surveillance of opposition-aligned broadcasters (Chingaipe, 

2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

The administration also used state broadcasting and patronage networks to promote DPP messaging and consolidate power, a continuation of previous 

patterns of state capture under the guise of multiparty democracy (Chingaipe, 2022). 

6.4. Corruption and Nepotism 

Despite campaign promises to fight corruption, several high-profile scandals emerged. One of the most damaging was the Zameer Karim police food 

supply deal, where a businessman was alleged to have fraudulently secured over MWK 2.7 billion through inflated contracts, with some of the funds 

allegedly used to fund DPP activities. Mutharika was accused of personally benefiting from the deal, though he denied wrongdoing (Chingaipe, 2022). 

The government was also accused of nepotism and cronyism, with many key appointments made based on party loyalty or ethnic alignment, especially 

favoring individuals from the Southern Region, the DPP’s stronghold (Nyasulu, 2021). 

6.5. The 2019 Electoral Crisis 

The 2019 general elections, held on May 21, became the most contentious in Malawi’s post-1994 history. The Malawi Electoral Commission (MEC) 

declared Mutharika the winner with 38.6% of the vote, narrowly defeating opposition candidates Lazarus Chakwera (35.4%) and Saulos Chilima (20.2%). 

However, the elections were marred by: 

• Use of “Tippex” (correction fluid) to alter result sheets. 

• Inconsistencies between signed tally sheets and digital records. 

• Allegations of ballot tampering, duplicate polling, and procedural irregularities (Nyasulu, 2021). 

In response, nationwide protests erupted, led by the Human Rights Defenders Coalition (HRDC). Demonstrations, some of which turned violent, 

demanded the resignation of MEC Chairperson Jane Ansah and a rerun of the election. The public mobilization was unprecedented in size and scope, 

indicating a growing civic consciousness and frustration with elite manipulation (Nyasulu, 2021). 

In an extraordinary development, Malawi’s Constitutional Court annulled the presidential election results in February 2020, citing “widespread, 

systematic and grave irregularities.” This ruling marked only the second time in African history (after Kenya in 2017) that a presidential election was 

nullified through judicial means. 

The Court ordered a fresh election to be held within 150 days, under a reconstituted electoral commission and with the condition that the winner must 

receive a majority (>50%) of the popular vote-a fundamental shift from the previous first-past-the-post system (Nyasulu, 2021). 
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7. The 2020 Constitutional Court Ruling: A Democratic Milestone 

The nullification of Malawi’s 2019 presidential election by the Constitutional Court stands as one of the most significant developments in the country's 

post-independence political history. Not only did it reverse an incumbent’s electoral victory-a rarity in African politics-but it also reaffirmed the 

judiciary’s autonomy and the importance of legal norms in safeguarding democracy. The decision has been hailed both regionally and internationally as 

a benchmark for constitutionalism and electoral justice in sub-Saharan Africa (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

7.1 Legal Foundations of the Ruling 

The Constitutional Court’s judgment, delivered on February 3, 2020, followed months of intense public scrutiny, political tension, and legal 

argumentation. The petitioners-opposition leaders Lazarus Chakwera of the Malawi Congress Party (MCP) and Saulos Chilima of the United 

Transformation Movement (UTM)-brought their case to the court after alleging massive irregularities in the May 2019 polls (Nyasulu, 2021). 

Among the core legal and procedural failings cited in the 500-page judgment were: 

• Widespread use of correction fluid (“Tippex”) on tally sheets, compromising the credibility of results and rendering them unverifiable. 

• Inconsistent and unsigned results sheets, many of which lacked presiding officers’ signatures or official seals. 

• Failure of the Malawi Electoral Commission (MEC) to maintain transparency and consistency in result aggregation, transmission, and 

verification. 

• Lack of effective remedy mechanisms, meaning that complaints raised during the process were ignored or inadequately addressed (Nyasulu, 

2021). 

The Court concluded that the irregularities were not merely technical or marginal, but systemic and substantial enough to “seriously undermine the 

integrity and fairness” of the election. It invoked Section 77 of the Malawian Constitution, which affirms the right to free and fair elections, and 

emphasized the judiciary’s constitutional duty to protect this right, even if it meant overturning an incumbent’s victory (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

This bold ruling was delivered unanimously by a five-judge panel, chaired by Justice Healey Potani. The Court ordered a fresh presidential election within 

150 days, the replacement of the MEC leadership, and mandated that future elections adhere to a 50%+1 majority threshold, aligning with global electoral 

standards (Nyasulu, 2021). 

7.2 Public Response and International Significance 

The ruling was met with widespread public acclaim and marked a dramatic shift in Malawi’s political atmosphere. Civil society organizations, particularly 

the Human Rights Defenders Coalition (HRDC), which had led mass protests throughout 2019, praised the judgment as a vindication of the people’s will. 

There was also palpable celebration among the youth and grassroots movements, who had taken great political risks in mobilizing dissent (Nyasulu, 

2021). 

International observers-including the European Union, the African Union, the United Nations, and the U.S. State Department-lauded the ruling as a 

triumph for judicial independence and electoral accountability. It positioned Malawi alongside Kenya (which annulled its 2017 presidential election) as 

a rare African example where the courts played a decisive role in arbitrating contested elections without succumbing to executive influence (Nyasulu, 

2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

Perhaps most importantly, the ruling restored faith in Malawi’s democratic institutions at a time when authoritarianism was resurging in many parts of 

the continent. Across Africa, where the independence of electoral commissions and courts is often questioned, the Malawian judiciary’s courage offered 

an inspiring alternative model (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

7.3 The Tonse Alliance Victory and Democratic Renewal 

The fresh election, held on June 23, 2020, was conducted under unprecedented circumstances: amid the COVID-19 pandemic, with intense political 

polarization, and with a reconstituted electoral commission under new leadership (Justice Chifundo Kachale). Yet, the process was peaceful, orderly, and 

widely considered free and fair by both domestic and international observers (Nyasulu, 2021). 

The Tonse Alliance, a coalition of nine opposition parties led by Lazarus Chakwera (MCP) and Saulos Chilima (UTM), decisively defeated Peter 

Mutharika. Chakwera won with 58.6% of the vote, marking the first time in Malawi’s history that an opposition leader defeated an incumbent in a rerun 

election (Nyasulu, 2021). 

The peaceful transition of power from Mutharika to Chakwera symbolized a reinvigoration of democratic hope. It marked not just a procedural success, 

but a deeper shift in political culture, demonstrating that citizens, civil society, and institutions could hold powerful elites accountable through 

constitutional means (Chingaipe, 2022). 
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Chakwera’s inauguration speech emphasized institutional reform, national unity, and anti-corruption efforts, although the challenges he inherited-

including economic inequality, a politicized civil service, and youth unemployment-remained formidable (Nyasulu, 2021). 

7.4 Broader Implications for African Democracy 

The 2020 Constitutional Court ruling had ripple effects beyond Malawi. In a region where incumbents often manipulate electoral outcomes with impunity, 

the Malawian judiciary set a precedent for judicial activism grounded in constitutional fidelity. It also illustrated the power of popular mobilization, legal 

advocacy, and coalition-building in resisting democratic backsliding (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

The ruling further exposed the vulnerability of electoral commissions across Africa, highlighting the need for their structural independence, transparency, 

and accountability. Malawi’s experience also raised important questions about: 

• The role of majority thresholds in fostering legitimacy. 

• The capacity of courts to enforce electoral justice amid political pressure. 

• The long-term sustainability of coalition politics in ethnically diverse and economically fragile democracies (Nyasulu, 2021). 

8. Post-2020 Governance and Democratic Fatigue (2020–2024) 

8.1 High Expectations, Slow Delivery 

The 2020 victory of Lazarus Chakwera and the Tonse Alliance ushered in a wave of optimism not seen since the first democratic transition in 1994. 

Promising to restore ethical governance, dismantle corruption networks, and deliver inclusive development, the Chakwera administration took office on 

the back of a constitutional and civic revolution. However, by 2024, much of that optimism had faded, giving way to widespread disillusionment and 

what some commentators have called “democratic fatigue” (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

Unmet promises and Public Disenchantment 

Chakwera’s rhetoric of servant leadership and a “new Malawi” was initially welcomed by a weary public. Yet, the slow pace of reform soon triggered 

criticism. Key campaign promises-such as job creation, reduced government waste, and institutional reform-remained largely unrealized or inconsistently 

implemented. Many Malawians expressed growing frustration with what they perceived as elite recycling and politics-as-usual (Chingaipe, 2022). 

The administration was also criticized for: 

• Nepotism and patronage politics: Several appointments to government positions and state-owned enterprises were viewed as politically 

motivated or favoring allies from the Tonse Alliance parties, particularly the Malawi Congress Party (MCP) (Chingaipe, 2022; vonDoepp, 

2005). 

• Delayed public sector reforms: Efforts to professionalize the civil service and depoliticize public appointments stalled, further undermining 

efficiency and trust in state institutions (Chingaipe, 2022). 

• Rising cost of living: High inflation, currency depreciation, and persistent fuel shortages impacted poor and middle-income households, 

exacerbated by global supply shocks and domestic mismanagement (Chingaipe, 2022). 

Moreover, the economic recovery promised after the COVID-19 pandemic failed to materialize at the expected scale. Debt levels rose, external financing 

shrank, and Malawi remained vulnerable to climate-related disasters such as Cyclone Freddy in 2023, which displaced thousands and devastated 

agricultural output. These challenges-both structural and governance-related-contributed to the erosion of Tonse Alliance legitimacy and the rise of 

political cynicism (Chingaipe, 2022; Nyasulu, 2021). 

Internal Fractures Within the Tonse Alliance 

The Tonse Alliance, though electorally effective, proved politically unstable. Frictions between MCP and UTM over power-sharing arrangements, 

ministerial control, and succession planning surfaced repeatedly. Vice President Saulos Chilima, initially seen as a dynamic reformer, was implicated in 

the Zuneth Sattar corruption investigation, further denting the alliance’s image and complicating efforts to present a united front (Chingaipe, 2022). 

These divisions weakened policy coherence and emboldened opposition forces, including the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which sought to 

rebrand itself despite its controversial past. Disillusionment with the governing coalition set the stage for a more volatile political environment heading 

into the 2025 elections (Nyasulu, 2021). 

8.2 Role of Civil Society and Judiciary 

In the face of government inertia and elite disillusionment, Malawi’s civil society and judiciary emerged as crucial counterweights to executive overreach 

and political apathy. Their sustained engagement since 2020 has been instrumental in maintaining democratic accountability (Nyasulu, 2021). 

Civil Society Resilience 
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NGOs, faith-based organizations, and social movements continued to monitor government performance, mobilize communities, and expose instances of 

malfeasance. The Human Rights Defenders Coalition (HRDC) remained vocal on issues such as procurement scandals, delayed public works, and poor 

service delivery. Student unions and youth-led groups-once energized by the democratic momentum of 2020-frequently organized protests demanding 

jobs, educational reform, and economic relief (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

Notably, civil society also played a watchdog role in budget transparency, electoral preparation, and pandemic response accountability. In some cases, 

they successfully pushed for legislative reviews and the repeal of undemocratic laws, often in collaboration with legal advocacy groups and international 

partners (Nyasulu, 2021). 

Judicial Independence and Constitutional Resilience 

The judiciary maintained its post-2020 reputation for impartiality and constitutional fidelity. Malawian courts intervened in cases involving unlawful 

appointments, corruption investigations, and human rights violations. They continued to serve as arbiters in intra-party disputes, electoral reform debates, 

and high-profile corruption cases (Nyasulu, 2021; Chingaipe, 2022). 

For example: 

• In 2022, courts ordered the suspension of controversial government procurement deals deemed procedurally flawed or politically 

compromised. 

• Judicial rulings upheld access to information laws, reinforcing media freedom and citizen oversight mechanisms. 

In contrast to many African democracies where judicial independence is often co-opted or undermined, Malawi’s judiciary stood out as a custodian of 

democratic norms, despite limited resources and political pressures (Nyasulu, 2021). 

8.3 A Democracy Under Strain but Not Broken 

Despite evident governance fatigue, Malawi’s democracy retained certain core strengths: judicial integrity, civil society activism, and a politically 

conscious electorate. However, these strengths have operated within a system still marked by: 

• Weak political party institutionalization: Parties remain heavily personality-driven and regionally fragmented (vonDoepp, 2005). 

• Corruption persistence: Anti-corruption efforts lack systemic depth and often stall at the investigation or prosecution stage (Chingaipe, 2022). 

• Economic precarity: Without structural transformation, reliance on rain-fed agriculture, donor aid, and external debt continues to limit 

government maneuverability and citizen welfare (Phiri, 2000; Chingaipe, 2022). 

In short, the post-2020 period did not witness a return to authoritarianism, but rather a more complex democratic malaise-a tension between formal 

democratic continuity and substantive democratic shortcomings (Nyasulu, 2021). 

9. Rethinking the Binary: From Rupture to Continuity 

Malawi’s postcolonial political history defies neat categorization within the dichotomy of “democracy versus dictatorship.” Although landmark events-

the 1993 referendum, the 1994 multiparty elections, and the 2020 Constitutional Court ruling-are rightly celebrated as democratic breakthroughs, they do 

not represent complete ruptures with past authoritarian structures. Rather, Malawi’s trajectory reveals a pattern of political continuity beneath the surface 

of institutional change (Phiri, 2000; Nyasulu, 2021). 

9.1 Authoritarian Legacies in a Democratic Façade 

Despite constitutional reforms and electoral pluralism, authoritarian practices have persisted across regimes, albeit in different forms. Central to this 

continuity are the following features: 

• Personalized rule and power centralization: From Kamuzu Banda’s life presidency to Bingu wa Mutharika’s dynastic aspirations and 

Lazarus Chakwera’s concentration of executive appointments, successive leaders have concentrated power within the presidency (Phiri, 2000; 

Posner, 1995). The personalization of politics, even in democratic periods, often sidelines institutional checks and fosters executive overreach. 

• Patron-client networks: Regardless of ruling party, access to state resources has remained deeply politicized. Politicians maintain support 

through clientelist systems, distributing jobs, contracts, and favors to allies. These informal networks, rooted in regional and ethnic loyalties, 

undermine meritocracy and entrench corruption. The continuity of patronage suggests that democratic elections have not fundamentally altered 

the incentive structures of political power (Chingaipe, 2022; vonDoepp, 2005). 

• Weak institutional independence: Electoral commissions, anti-corruption bodies, and public service commissions have at times acted as 

partisan tools or lacked the capacity and autonomy to enforce democratic accountability (Chingaipe, 2022; Patel & Svasand, 2007). Though 

the judiciary has recently shown resilience, it remains vulnerable to budgetary and political pressures. This institutional fragility enables 

political elites to bypass or capture democratic mechanisms when convenient (Nyasulu, 2021). 
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• Repression in democratic clothing: Governments have often employed legalistic means-such as restrictive laws on assembly, media 

regulation, and sedition charges-to silence dissent. This legal repression, cloaked in the language of national security or public order, mirrors 

strategies of control used during the Banda dictatorship, albeit in less overtly brutal forms (Phiri, 2000; Chingaipe, 2022). 

9.2 Continuum, Not Contrast: A Hybrid Political Order 

Rather than alternating between clear-cut democracy and dictatorship, Malawi’s political order is best understood as hybrid and fluid, reflecting a 

continuum between authoritarianism and democracy. This hybridity is shaped by three interacting forces: 

Elite Behavior 

Political elites often prioritize regime survival and personal accumulation over democratic principles. Their actions-whether through constitutional 

manipulation, selective prosecution of rivals, or party fragmentation-frequently distort democratic norms. Yet elites are also sensitive to public pressure 

and international expectations, occasionally allowing democratic space when strategically beneficial (vonDoepp, 2005; Nyasulu, 2021). 

Institutional Integrity 

While formal democratic institutions exist, their substantive function varies across time and context. The Constitutional Court’s 2020 ruling stands as a 

rare example of institutional courage and integrity. But such moments are exceptions rather than the rule, and many institutions continue to operate within 

elite-controlled frameworks (Chingaipe, 2022). 

Citizen Agency 

Despite systemic challenges, Malawian citizens have shown remarkable political consciousness and resilience. Mass protests, youth mobilization, and 

civic engagement have often acted as correctives to elite abuses. The HRDC-led demonstrations (2019–2020), voter rejection of Muluzi’s third-term bid 

(2002), and civil resistance during Banda’s rule all point to a society that refuses passive submission (Posner, 1995; Nyasulu, 2021). Civil society thus 

plays a pivotal role in mediating the state-society relationship, often more effectively than political opposition parties. 

9.3 Comparative Reflections and Theoretical Implications 

Malawi’s case aligns with broader scholarship on “competitive authoritarianism” (Levitsky & Way, 2002), where democratic institutions exist but are 

systematically skewed in favor of incumbents. It also resonates with the concept of “illiberal democracy” (Zakaria, 1997), wherein electoral processes 

coexist with institutional decay and civil rights erosion. 

What distinguishes Malawi, however, is the cyclical nature of democratic engagement—moments of democratic surge are followed by stagnation or 

backsliding, but never total collapse. This ebb and flow of democracy, punctuated by elite adaptation and citizen contestation, marks a dynamic, if 

unstable, political culture (Nyasulu, 2021; vonDoepp, 2005). 

10. Conclusion 

Malawi’s political history from 1964 to 2024 is marked by cycles of authoritarian entrenchment, democratic awakening, and institutional struggle. From 

the centralized and repressive rule of Hastings Kamuzu Banda to the euphoric transition to multiparty democracy in the 1990s, the country’s journey 

illustrates the uneven and contested nature of democratic development in postcolonial Africa. While the formal introduction of electoral pluralism in 1994 

and the 2020 Constitutional Court ruling represent clear democratic milestones, they did not eradicate the structural legacies of autocracy. 

A closer reading of Malawi’s trajectory reveals that authoritarian practices have continued beneath democratic façades, often manifesting in the form of 

personalized rule, patron-client networks, and fragile institutions. Each administration, regardless of its ideological promises or electoral legitimacy, has 

struggled to fully dismantle the entrenched norms of centralized authority, politicized public service, and selective accountability. 

Yet, the narrative is not one of failure alone. Malawi’s democracy has displayed resilience, often driven not by political elites but by citizens, courts, and 

civil society actors. The 2019–2020 electoral crisis and subsequent rerun underscored the critical role of the judiciary and grassroots mobilization in 

defending constitutional order. Similarly, the persistent activism of organizations like the Human Rights Defenders Coalition and the growing political 

engagement of youth suggest that democratic norms are not only legally enshrined but socially embedded. 

At the same time, the post-2020 period has exposed the limitations of democratic change when unaccompanied by structural reform. The disillusionment 

with the Tonse Alliance by 2024 reflects a broader tension within Malawi’s political culture: the expectation of democratic dividends versus the inertia 

of state institutions and elite interests. As the country prepares for the 2025 elections, it stands at another inflection point-one where the renewal of 

democratic hope will depend not merely on electoral outcomes, but on sustained commitment to institutional reform, political inclusion, and social 

accountability. 

In rethinking Malawi’s political development, this paper argues for moving beyond binary frameworks of democracy versus dictatorship. Instead, Malawi 

represents a hybrid, evolving political order where moments of rupture coexist with deep-rooted continuities. Understanding this complexity is essential 

not only for analyzing Malawi’s past, but also for imagining more inclusive and accountable governance in its future. 
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