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Lessons Learned 

Power-sharing can secure peace because belligerent parties are induced to lay down their arms and join the 

government. 

Power-sharing can serve to moderate extremist groups by bringing them into a broad coalition government. 

Key aspects of democracy (ex ante uncertainty and accountability) are lacking in power-sharing arrangements 

because of their inclusive nature. 

Stable democracy depends on a dynamic and vibrant civil society to check sovereign authority, balance 

competing interests and produce new elites. 

Consolidating democracy in a post-conflict environment can only occur through dispersion of political authority. 
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Introduction 

After a contested election in Zimbabwe, the interna-

tional community again pressed for a power-sharing so-

lution. Led by the former President of South Africa, 

Thabo Mbeki, the Southern African Development Com-

munity (SADC) pushed for the creation of a government 

of national unity to resolve the post-election crisis in 

Zimbabwe. In Sudan too the power-sharing agreement 

involving the north and the south was only signed after 

considerable effort on the part of the international com-

munity, especially the efforts of the U.S., U.K., Norway 

and neighboring countries.  

In Kenya, extreme violence erupted in the wake of a 

disputed election. After over 1200 deaths and painstak-

ing negotiations led by former United Nations Secretary-

General Kofi Annan, the leaders of the two rival political 

parties, Mwai Kibaki and Raila Odinga, signed a power-

sharing agreement. The joint government comprises 

President Mwai Kibaki and Prime Minister Raila Odinga 

and 40 cabinet positions allocated to the two major po-

litical parties. International pressure for a power-sharing 

agreement is widespread. In addition to Kofi Annan play-

ing a prominent role, during his Africa tour in 2008 

President George Bush, too, called for a power-sharing 

solution to end the political violence.  

The power-sharing arrangement ended the violence, 

but the coalition government has been criticized. „Instead 

of being a check on each other, you see them give a blind 

eye to each other's actions‟, says Florence Simbiri-Jaoko, 

head of the Kenyan National Commission for Human 

Rights in Nairobi (Christian Science Monitor, 13 March 

2009). Yet, despite the failure of the government of na-

tional unity to deliver much beyond ending the post-

election violence, the fondness for power-sharing re-

mains high among international actors. 

 

The Case for Power-sharing 

Advocates of power-sharing claim that such a political 

arrangement may reduce the threat of conflict by giving 

all potential parties to a conflict a stake in positive coop-

eration and a set of mutual guarantees of security and 

basic interests. In this way, power-sharing lowers the 

security risks that groups face and reduces the likelihood 

that they will turn their backs on civilian political institu-

tions. Many scholars and practitioners therefore argue 

that a power-sharing arrangement is the best way to 

avoid civil conflict in fragile and divided societies.  

The appeal of power-sharing in this conception stems 

from three properties. First, it may be possible to pre-

negotiate the political payoffs such that each player‟s 

incentive conditions can be satisfied. For example, it may 

thus be possible to over-compensate smaller parties that 

have relatively few political resources but are highly mili-

tant. Second, power-sharing protects each party from 

post hoc surprises. Therefore, and contrary to more 

competitive environments, no party will have the incen-

tive to renege on its agreement once the dust of political 
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contestation settles. Third, and most obviously, if each 

party‟s demands can be met, a return to violent armed 

conflict can be deterred. 

In a democracy, elections create winners and losers. 

Winners take office and losers prepare for the next 

election. Democracy rests on the belief that winners do 

not transgress against losers and that elections are held 

regularly. In a post-conflict situation, interpersonal trust 

is typically low, and losers can be just as likely to pre-

pare for the next war as the next election. Power-

sharing institutions can to some extent make everyone 

a winner and thereby prevent a return to violence. 

Post-conflict elections are often dominated and won 

by warlords and extremists. The peace process in 

Northern Ireland has seen the moderate parties re-

placed by the more extreme parties on either side in 

recent elections. The positive aspect of power-sharing is 

that it brings the extremist parties into mainstream poli-

tics. Having achieved this, power-sharing can be an ef-

fective way to limit the potential excesses of extremist 

leaders. 

 

The Case Against Power-Sharing 

Yet, the democratic credentials of power-sharing insti-

tutions are not self-evident. Democracy creates winners 

and losers, and the assignment of these roles should not 

be known prior to an election. In his elegant concep-

tion, Adam Przeworski identifies democracy with the ex 

ante openness of the process of democratic contesta-

tion. The greater the ex ante uncertainty about elec-

toral results, the more democratic the regime. 

This conception of democracy will strike many ob-

servers as incomplete. For example, we would probably 

not consider a political system in which political con-

tests were entirely unpredictable as perfectly democ-

ratic, such as in a lottery. Democracy, in most people‟s 

minds, implies that political rewards are governed by a 

process that reflects popular sovereignty and the per-

formance of the political contestants as judged by the 

people. Thus, Kaare Strøm defines democratic competi-

tiveness as the sensitivity of the political outcomes (e.g. 

election results) to the performance of the relevant 

players. 

Power-sharing institutions clearly run counter to the 

spirit of Przeworski‟s and Strøm‟s concerns, as it is in 

the very nature of such institutions to reduce ex ante 

uncertainty about the outcomes of political contesta-

tion. In the same way, power-sharing essentially reduces 

competitiveness by limiting the volatility of political out-

comes and thus effectively blunting the impact of de-

mocratic competition. 

Post-conflict power-sharing institutions are often 

designed and agreed upon by the parties to the conflict. 

It is in the signatories‟ common interests to limit the 

number of parties to the agreement in order to secure 

the largest possible share for themselves. In a number of 

countries often cited as examples of the successful im-

plementation of power-sharing agreements, we can see 

that the growth opportunity for new political ideas, 

organizations and elites is severely limited. The only way 

for a new group to be acknowledged is through armed 

rebellion – a truly perverse incentive. 

Power-sharing is often seen as a transitional arrange-

ment which will build trust between the parties until all 

of them can and will accept a period of opposition to 

the future right to challenge the government in an elec-

tion. But such arrangements exclude all political actors 

who were not at the table when the original deal was 

struck. They are in practice excluded from executive 

political power. 

Limiting the power of the executive is a very impor-

tant aspect of democracy. Independent courts, a free 

press and an impertinent and somewhat divided opposi-

tion are key elements in this recipe. However, in a post-

conflict situation, the provision of security is paramount. 

Everyone wants security, and a government of national 

unity represents everyone; therefore the government 

can be seen as the embodiment of the will of the peo-

ple.  

If this argument is accepted, the need for limitations 

of executive power is obsolete. Any limitations on the 

executive limit the proper execution of the will of the 

people. A mixed set of more or less democratic politi-

cians, from Roosevelt to Chavez, have run into this 

problem, which can serve as a litmus test: the democ-

ratically inclined back down, whereas the autocrats pack 

courts, shut down newspapers, imprison the opposition 

and plunder government assets. 

A purely cynical, power-driven perspective on poli-

tics will equate political and military power, which is 

what the most stable power-sharing agreements have 

done. However, while the arrangement is static, the 

balance on the ground seldom is. In Lebanon, a rigid 

power-sharing arrangement was hailed as a source of 

peace and stability in an otherwise troubled region. The 

discrepancy between the division of power and the de-

mography of the country made Lebanon synonymous 

with mayhem.  

 

What will work? 

What is it that we want to achieve? In any protracted 

conflict, establishing some form of peace has top prior-

ity. Peace can be established through power-sharing 

arrangements, but these arrangements „bear the seeds 

of their own destruction‟. A power-sharing government 

can provide short-term peace by reducing uncertainty 

and accountability, but the long-term effect of these 

democratic short-comings is seldom peace, freedom or 

prosperity. Long-term peace must be based on an insti-

tutional arrangement that respects both the immediate 

political situation and future possibilities. 

Between 1989 and 2003, Liberia experienced four-

teen devastating years of civil war, during which multiple 

peace agreements were negotiated to end the conflict -- 

from the first set of peace agreements in 1991 to the 

final Comprehensive Peace Agreement of 2003. After 

the least ambitious peace agreement in 1997, the war-

lord Charles Taylor won the subsequent election having 

campaigned using the slogan: „He killed my ma, he killed 

my pa, but I‟m gonna vote for him anyha‟. 

 Peace proved to be desperately elusive. Over time, 

the allocation of power within these peace agreements 

evolved, with growing shares of power allocated to the 

leaders of the warring factions. Increasingly, these fac-

tions were led by politicians whose main credentials 

rested in their military or paramilitary backgrounds and 

skills. Leaders such as Samuel K. Doe , Prince Johnson 

and Charles Taylor delivered few benefits to their re-

spective ethnic and regional constituencies, and instead 

plunged Liberia into a chaos of looting, plundering and 

ethnic massacres. Inter-factional fighting over territory, 

resources and, ultimately, political power kept the war 

running until finally in August 2003 U.S. Marines and UN 

troops arrived to oust Taylor. 

The signing of the 2003 Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement, backed up by a substantial force of United 

Nations peace-keepers, opened the door to a very dif-

ferent kind of political contestation and leadership. The 

ensuing 2005 presidential elections pitted former soccer 

star George Weah against the eventual victor, Ellen 

Johnson-Sirleaf, who became Africa‟s first female presi-

dent. When active hostilities ceased, Liberia‟s political 

leadership became radically different 

from what it had been just a few 

years before.  

Not all is well in Liberia. Free-

dom House grades the country as 

partially free, singling out abuse of 

power by the President, harassment 

of the media, undue influence on the 

courts and cancelled local elections. 

In stark contrast to Kenya, however, 

the current administration in Liberia 

faces a real and present opposition 

in the parliament. Following a Madi-

sonian-style constitution, the presi-

dent is elected directly and inde-

pendently of the legislative. The leg-

islature is dominated by parties in 

opposition to the President. Eleven 

parties share the 94 seats in the two 

houses of the Liberian Congress, 

which provides Liberia with a real 

competitive political system.  

What made the transition in Li-

beria possible? First and foremost, 

the international community pro-

vided security through a large peace-

keeping force and, by doing so, the 

main mechanism leading to the elec-

tion of Charles Taylor was broken. 

Voters did not have to fear a return 

to violence by a disgruntled warlord. 

Rather than bribing spoilers to re-

main quiet, anyone turning to violence would do so at 

huge personal risk. 

Civil society, especially women‟s groups, played a 

critical role in shifting power and authority out of the 

hands of a few to a complex web of partially overlapping 

and competing interests. As argued by Barry Weingast, 

civil society is vitally important in checking the authority 

of the sovereign and vesting authority among the peo-

ple, which is the essence of democracy. When this 

process is allowed to develop over time, myriad political 

groups arise and will seek long-term and short-term 

alliances to gain temporary majorities. This process was 

first described by Robert Dahl in Western liberal de-

mocracies, but we can see the same process in its in-

fancy in Liberia today.  

The international community has featured the inclu-

sive aspects of power-sharing arrangements in address-

ing the problems of political violence. Unity govern-

ments, while securing a temporary end to violence, fail 

to develop a democratic civil peace. The dispersion of 

political authority, vesting power in civil society, creat-

ing a dynamic environment for the peaceful creation and 

development of new elites and grassroots organizations, 

offers an alternative path to peace and democracy.  

 

Conflict location Name  of power-sharing accord Year  Failure  

Afghanistan Mahipar Agreement  1996 Yes    

Angola Lusaka Protocol 1994 Yes  

Bangladesh Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord 1997 Yes  

Bosnia & Herzegovina Dayton Peace Agreement 1995 No  

Burundi Arusha Agreement 2000 Yes  

Cambodia Paris Agreement 1991 Yes  

Chad Tripoli Accord 2006 Yes  

Colombia Acuerdo Final Gobierno Nacional 1991 Yes  

Comoros Agreement on the Transitional Arrangements 2003 No  

DRC Preotia Agreement 2002 Yes  

Guinea-Bissau Abuja Peace Agreement 1998 Yes  

Ivory Coast Linas-Marcoussis Agreement 2003 Yes  

Kosovo Rambouillet Agreement 1999 No  

Lebanon Ta'if Charter  1989 Yes  

Liberia Accra Comprehensive Peace Agreement 2003 No  

Mali The Pacte Nacional 1992 Yes  

Mexico San Andrés Accords 1996 No  

Nepal Comprehensive Peace Agreement 2006 No  

Rwanda Arusha Accords 1993 Yes  

Sierra Leone Lomé Accord 1999 No  

South Africa Interim Consitution Agreement 1993 No  

Sudan Naivasha Comprehensive Peace Agreement 2005 No  

Sudan Darfur Peace Agreement  2006 No  

Tajikistan Moscow Declaration 1997 Yes  

Uganda Yumbe Peace Agreement 2002 No  

Table 1: Power-sharing arrangements 1989–2006. Failure implies that the 

parties to the power-sharing arrangement returned to conflict.  

Source: Jarstad (2008: 112) 
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Key aspects of democracy (ex ante uncertainty and accountability) are lacking in power-sharing arrangements 

because of their inclusive nature. 

Stable democracy depends on a dynamic and vibrant civil society to check sovereign authority, balance 

competing interests and produce new elites. 

Consolidating democracy in a post-conflict environment can only occur through dispersion of political authority. 
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Introduction 

After a contested election in Zimbabwe, the interna-

tional community again pressed for a power-sharing so-

lution. Led by the former President of South Africa, 

Thabo Mbeki, the Southern African Development Com-

munity (SADC) pushed for the creation of a government 

of national unity to resolve the post-election crisis in 

Zimbabwe. In Sudan too the power-sharing agreement 

involving the north and the south was only signed after 

considerable effort on the part of the international com-

munity, especially the efforts of the U.S., U.K., Norway 

and neighboring countries.  

In Kenya, extreme violence erupted in the wake of a 

disputed election. After over 1200 deaths and painstak-

ing negotiations led by former United Nations Secretary-

General Kofi Annan, the leaders of the two rival political 

parties, Mwai Kibaki and Raila Odinga, signed a power-

sharing agreement. The joint government comprises 

President Mwai Kibaki and Prime Minister Raila Odinga 

and 40 cabinet positions allocated to the two major po-

litical parties. International pressure for a power-sharing 

agreement is widespread. In addition to Kofi Annan play-

ing a prominent role, during his Africa tour in 2008 

President George Bush, too, called for a power-sharing 

solution to end the political violence.  

The power-sharing arrangement ended the violence, 

but the coalition government has been criticized. „Instead 

of being a check on each other, you see them give a blind 

eye to each other's actions‟, says Florence Simbiri-Jaoko, 

head of the Kenyan National Commission for Human 

Rights in Nairobi (Christian Science Monitor, 13 March 

2009). Yet, despite the failure of the government of na-

tional unity to deliver much beyond ending the post-

election violence, the fondness for power-sharing re-

mains high among international actors. 

 

The Case for Power-sharing 

Advocates of power-sharing claim that such a political 

arrangement may reduce the threat of conflict by giving 

all potential parties to a conflict a stake in positive coop-

eration and a set of mutual guarantees of security and 

basic interests. In this way, power-sharing lowers the 

security risks that groups face and reduces the likelihood 

that they will turn their backs on civilian political institu-

tions. Many scholars and practitioners therefore argue 

that a power-sharing arrangement is the best way to 

avoid civil conflict in fragile and divided societies.  

The appeal of power-sharing in this conception stems 

from three properties. First, it may be possible to pre-

negotiate the political payoffs such that each player‟s 

incentive conditions can be satisfied. For example, it may 

thus be possible to over-compensate smaller parties that 

have relatively few political resources but are highly mili-

tant. Second, power-sharing protects each party from 

post hoc surprises. Therefore, and contrary to more 

competitive environments, no party will have the incen-

tive to renege on its agreement once the dust of political 
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Power-sharing agreements as a means of resolving conflict have received widespread support in the 

international community. Power-sharing lowers the security risks that groups face and reduces the 

likelihood that they will turn their backs on civilian political institutions. Facing post-election violence, 

governments of ‘national unity’ have been created in Kenya and Zimbabwe. With the exception of the 

threat of internal bickering, these broadly based governments have the potential of becoming very 

powerful. Given the moral position and real power that post-conflict governments often possess, 

effective opposition to a power-sharing government is virtually impossible. Post-conflict democracy is 

contingent upon a separation of government and opposition. Power-sharing arrangements undermine 

democracy by first removing any existing opposition; secondly, by barring the emergence of new 

opposition elites; and, finally, by pre-arranging seat allocation, thereby invalidating any real influence 

from voters. Dispersed political authority vests power in civil society, thereby creating a dynamic 

environment for the peaceful creation and development of new elites and grassroots organizations. This 

offers an alternative path to peace and democracy.  
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