
Abstract

Africa's electoral history presents a damning trajectory of electoral flaws that 
seem to be breeding and insemina�ng variegated forms of insecuri�es 
par�cularly as from the 1990s following the third wave of democra�za�on. 
This paper a�empts a synthesis of Africa's electoral problems over�me and its 
consequences for peaceful co‐existence, tranquillity and development. It 
examines specific factors that have spurred elec�on related violence such as 
the par�cular character of the compe��on for accessing the State and its 
resources, organiza�onal challenges in conduc�ng credible elec�ons and 
indeed the use of in�mida�on and repression as tools of acquiescence, etc. The 
paper contends that though Africa has made appreciable progress on the path 
of democracy, the rising trend of elec�on related violence presents worrying 
security challenges on the con�nent and in fact threatens the sustenance of 
democracy and good governance. Given the strategic importance of human 
security to development, the electoral history of Africa calls to task the 
intellectual input of scholars for solu�ons. This paper makes a modest 
contribu�on to the search for solu�ons that would stem the �de of elec�on 
related violence on the African con�nent. It highlights the need to strengthen 
cri�cal elements in Africa's electoral processes such as fairness of electoral 
laws, establishment of a level playing field for all compe�tors, independence of 
electoral ins�tu�ons and establishment of credible judicial mechanisms to 
speedily adjudicate elec�on disputes.
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Introduc�on

Electoral experience on the part of Africans was largely absent during the 
1colonial period . The few notable excep�ons tended to be found in 

francophone Africa, where the ideology of cultural assimila�on occasionally 
permi�ed African electoral par�cipa�on. For instance, French colonial 
se�lements in four Senegalese communes were allowed to vote for a deputy in 

2the French Na�onal Assembly a�er 1848 . However, it was only in the final 
years of colonialism following World War II that African electoral par�cipa�on 
became more wide spread as the French and Bri�sh a�empted to mollify 
emerging na�onalist movements. The first African elec�ons based on 
universal suffrage and unrestricted party forma�ons were held in the late 

3
1950s just before the formal date of independence for most African countries . 
Mul�-party elec�ons were held in some African countries in the period 
following independence.

 However, mul�- party systems did not last long and were soon replaced by 
single party rule or military dictatorship in the 1960s in majority of African 
countries. This scenario played out throughout the 1970s and 80s. However, 
the end of the cold war and big power rivalry in the 1990s ignited a wave of 
democra�za�on in most of Africa. This re-enactment of democra�c tenets is 

4
some�mes termed “the third wave of democra�za�on” . It meant the opening 
up of the poli�cal space and the forma�on or resurrec�on of opposi�on 
poli�cal par�es in the region. This development also saw the holding of 
successive elec�ons across Africa. However, while the frequency of elec�ons 
and the advancement in the quality of democracy across the con�nent has 
generated euphoria of op�mism for mul�-party poli�cs, it has been closely 
accompanied by another much more worrying trend of elec�on related 
violence. This trend not only poses a threat to peace and security on the 
con�nent, but also risks undermining the long term sustainability of 
democra�za�on processes. It also seems to be providing a breeding ground for 
human insecurity. Though elec�ons conducted in Africa as from 1990-2000 
were largely peaceful and saw the replacement of long serving dictators by 
democra�cally elected governments. In some countries like Ghana, Cameroun 
and Kenya, the incumbents stage-managed the electoral processes and 

5metamorphosed into elected leaders amid li�le violent resistance .

However, around the year 2000, a good number of elec�ons were not only 
characterised by contesta�ons but also by violence, which in most cases 
inseminated an environment of conflict and human insecurity. In such 
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countries as Democra�c Republic of Congo (DRC), Ivory Coast, Kenya, Nigeria 
and Zimbabwe, the scale of violence, human rights abuses and human 

6casual�es has been high depic�ng electoral poli�cs as a source of insecurity . A 
common trend has been that of high intensity violence, wide spread coercive 
in�mida�on of both candidates and voters including harassment, 
imprisonment and assassina�ons; violent riots and clashes between 
supporters or security elements of compe�ng poli�cal par�es; a�acks on party 
offices and party symbols. These trends have reduced electoral contest to a 
zero-sum game whereby wining an elec�on becomes a ma�er of survival for 
compe�ng par�es, ethnic na�onali�es as well as en�re communi�es within 
the various African countries. In fact, more o�en than not electoral contest is 
extended beyond the ballot box and on the streets.

It is against this frame of thoughts that this paper a�empts to synthesize the 
electoral history of Africa whilst interroga�ng factors responsible for the high 
incidence of elec�on-related violence and human insecurity. To adequately 
address the aforemen�oned issues, the paper is fragmented into sec�ons. The 
first sec�on introduces the thrust of the paper. The second sec�on a�empts a 
conceptualiza�on of two key concepts (elec�ons and human security) central 
to the discourse. The third sec�on provides a historical narra�ve on the 
par�cular character of electoral poli�cs in Africa. The fourth sec�on dilates on 
causal factors igni�ng the par�cularly violent nature of elec�ons in Africa and 
the fi�h sec�on contains the conclusions.

Elec�ons and Human Security: Some theore�cal Explica�ons

An elec�on is a procedure recognised by the rule of an organisa�on, be it a 
State, a club, a voluntary organisa�on or whatever, where all, or some of the 
members choose a smaller number of persons to hold an office, or offices, of 

7authority within that organisa�on . Vo�ng is therefore the mechanism through 
8

which elec�ons are conducted . Historically, elec�ons have been informed by 
9liberal democra�c theories of representa�on . Integral to these theories are 

three key assump�ons. First, is the unshaken belief of liberalism in the 
individual's fundamental human rights, including the right to choose those 
who govern. The right to vote was enshrined in Ar�cle 21 of the universal 
Declara�on of Human rights and developed further in Ar�cle 25 of the 1966 
Interna�onal covenant on civil and poli�cal Rights (ICCPR). It states inter alia;

Every ci�zen shall have the right and opportunity, a) to take part in 
the con duct of public affairs, directly or through freely chosen 
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representa�ves, b) to vote and to be elected at genuine periodic 
elec�ons which will be by universal and equal suffrage which shall be 
held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression of the will of 

10
electors .

Basic human rights, including the right to choose, are assumed to be 
inalienable and neither the State nor any of its agencies is deemed competent 
to deny this to ci�zens. Liberal regimes protect human rights through various 

11mechanisms, including cons�tu�onal safe guards . Second, elec�ons are 
premised on the belief that voters are ra�onal. Ra�onality refers to the 
inclina�on of voters to maximise returns from their votes. Voters factor in the 
interest and that of their communi�es in the exercise of their votes. 
Accordingly, they elect a government which best represents these interests. 
Ra�onality also means the electorates vote for par�es with the best chance of 
being elected or vote in a way that limits the chances of a despised party from 

12
wining . Thirdly, theories of representa�on are founded on the belief in the 
sovereignty of the electorates. Since democra�c principles require a 
government to rest on the consent of the governed, this principle affirms the 
supremacy of the electorate as holding the real powers for installing a 

13
government or removing it from office . 

In spite of these principles, elec�ons are not sacrosanct; they may impart flaws 
that can poten�ally undermine individual rights and the idea of majority rule. 
Elec�ons decide who would be invested with the responsibility to make what 

14
David Easton terms “the authorita�ve alloca�on of values” in a State . 
However, flawed elec�ons may lead to the assump�on of power and the 
making of authorita�ve decisions by a government which is not the genuine 
preference of the electorate. Despite these flaws, elec�ons represent the best 
and fairest way known for deciding on who governs. Thus, electoral poli�cs are 
central to democra�c governance not just because of the sheer vibrancy and 
enthusiasm they generate, but more importantly, because they offer the 
electorate choice between compe�ng poli�cal par�es. In much of Africa, 
issues scarcely inform choices of electorates. Poli�cal par�es are elected for 
other reasons, including historical affilia�ons, ethnic loyalty, financial 
inducement and the like.  

It suffices to make the point that the strategic importance of elec�ons also lie in 
the fact that elec�ons serve to legi�mise the rule of a government. Democra�c 
prac�ce requires that governments remain in power only as long as they have 
legi�macy. But legi�macy, the conferment of recogni�on and moral authority 
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15on rulers to govern has o�en been seriously ques�oned in Africa . Experience 
from Africa has shown that repression and brute force have been used to 
suppress dissent when a regime's legi�macy is challenged. Some illegi�mate 
rulers have under the umbrella of feign elec�ons sought for legi�macy. This 
was the case with Flight Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings of Ghana in 1992 and Yuweri 

16
Museni of Uganda to note but a few . Although elec�ons could also be 
mechanisms for holding governments accountable; in Africa a confluence of 
factors such as weakness of democra�c ins�tu�ons, the predominance of 
patronage poli�cs and corrup�on combine to limit the realiza�on of 
accountability through the use of the mechanism of elec�ons.

Human Security: Human security as a concept was popularised by the UNDP 
17report of 1994 . The report a�empted to broaden the concept of security, 

which had historically been associated with the state to include people hence 
the coinage “human security”. This re-defini�on laid emphasis on people as a 
referent of security. The report iden�fied a number of possible and visible 
areas of human security threats. These include economic, food, health, 
environment, personal, community and poli�cal. This range of insecuri�es was 
redefined into two main areas, namely “freedom from fear and freedom from 
want”. The former referred to condi�ons such as conflicts, violence and crime 
that induced fear and deprived people of the stability in life, while the la�er 
referred to depriva�ons such as the lack of employment, educa�on, housing, 

18medical care, sanita�on etc, which undermined dignified life . In spite of its 
popularity, a confluence of cri�cisms has been put forward by scholars. For 

 19instance, Ronald Paris,  denounces the concept as being too broad and 
including “virtually any kind of unexpected or irregular discomfort”. On the 
other hand, some see the concept as too narrow and focussing too exclusively 

20
on humans . Some ques�on whether human security is ever achievable in a 
World facing various forms of security threats. While feminist argue that the 
ar�cula�on of the concept has not gone far enough to address the concerns of 

21women . Despite these cri�cisms, the concept “human security” is widely 
used by United Na�ons. In the context of this paper, the concept is employed in 
reference to freedom from fear of violence, conflicts and personal security. It is 
impera�ve to note that, conflicts and violence have remained defining features 
of African poli�cs. In fact, many of Africa's conflicts are related to the dearth of 
democracy and good governance.  The deepening of democra�c governance 
was expected to mi�gate the con�nent's conflicts. However, in much of Africa, 
electoral poli�cs which is central to enthroning a democra�c system seems to 
be crea�ng or exacerba�ng condi�ons for conflict and violence.
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Elec�ons in Africa: A Historical Synopsis

The a�ermath of the Second World War spurred some reflec�ons on the 
nature of States and the origins of the power they wield. Indeed, every 
member of the United Na�ons accepts the proposi�on that the world is 
divided into sovereign States which have jurisdic�on over a specified territory, 
and that these States have the right and duty to govern. This was the 
community of na�ons which African countries joined, a few as founder-
members in 1945, many more as new comers admi�ed a�er they had a�ained 

22independence from colonial rule, mostly in the 1960s . Thus, every African 
member of the United Na�ons bases its rights to govern on the principle that 
the tenants of power are representa�ves of the popular will, no ma�er how 
diverse are the precise methods which poli�cians, generals and kings actually 
use in becoming Heads of State. A few African Heads of State have been literally 
born to power (like Morocco's Hassan II or to a lesser extent, Ethiopia'Emperor 
Haile Selassie I), but far more have seized it by force, notably the numerous 
ambi�ous soldiers who have carried out coups d'état. Some have captured 
power a�er long guerrilla campaigns carried out either against colonists and 
se�lers reluctant to cede power to representa�ves of African popula�ons. The 
first to achieve power in Africa through a guerrilla campaign against a post- 

23
colonial government was Hissein Habre in Chad in 1981 . This path to power 
was followed by many others who also made it to Head of State, such as in 
Ethiopia and Eritrea. In the first genera�on a�er independence, many African 
leaders had actually been voted into power in elec�ons supervised by the 
depar�ng colonialists, and therea�er retained it un�l their death (like 
President Kenya�a of Kenya) or un�l their over throw (like President Nkrumah 
and many others).  A few of the first genera�on of Heads of State, elected to 
power in colonial �mes, eventually resigned and handed power to chosen 
successors like Presidents Senghor of Senegal, Nyerere of Tanzania and Ahidjo 
of Cameroun. But from the end of the colonial period un�l the late 1980s, only 
in Mauri�us was one party actually voted out of office and replaced by another 

24in a cons�tu�onal fashion .

In spite of the variety of techniques for acquiring power as espoused earlier, 
every African country has experienced elec�ons of some sort. The point 
therefore is that elec�ons symbolized that the people had an opportunity to 
express themselves, and thus they made an important contribu�on to 
maintaining the principle that the ul�mate source of sovereignty was the 
people's will. The euphoria which many Africans felt at independence and the 
general op�mism that popular par�cipa�on in governance would ignite was 
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soon tempered by the reali�es of poli�cal life. African countries oscillated from 
single- party regimes to military dictatorships. By the late 1970's, with the rise 
in World oil prices and profound shi�s in World commodity markets, there was 
also evidence that many African countries were in deep economic and financial 
difficul�es. Senegal was the first to undertake a structural adjustment 
programme, in 1980 as the condi�on for receiving loans from the Interna�onal 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank without which the government risked 
insolvency. A clear pa�ern emerged throughout the decade of the 1980s; one 
a�er the other, African governments on the verge of bankruptcy requested 
emergency loans from the Interna�onal financial ins�tu�ons, which reacted 
by first inspec�ng their economic policies and making recommenda�ons 

25
which were, in effect condi�ons for receipt of loans .

The experience of interven�on in the financial and economic policies of African 
States soon led the World Bank to the more profound conclusion that the root 
cause of poor economic performance in sub-Saharan Africa was not merely ill-

26advised policies, but “a crisis of governance” .   A study published by the World 
Bank in 1989 was explicit in sta�ng that “history suggests that poli�cal 

27legi�macy and consensus are precondi�on for sustainable development”,  
and this was soon to be translated into a demand that African governments 
which wished to be eligible for aid from the interna�onal financial ins�tu�on 
and from the donor community generally should undertake reforms of their 
systems of poli�cs and government as well as of their detailed economic 
policies. Occurring as it did at the �me when many Africans, par�cularly in 
urban areas, were openly demonstra�ng their dissa�sfac�on with the people 
and the ins�tu�ons which had governed them since independence. This was to 
lead to a wave of poli�cal reform which most o�en took the form of the 
adop�on of mul�-party cons�tu�ons and compe��ve elec�ons. In effect, 
African States which had for decades used elec�ons as symbols of their 
legi�macy, even when these were single- party states, now subscribed to the 
principle that mul�-party elec�ons which might be considered free and fair 
were the standard norm of legi�macy.

The wave of democra�za�on in the 1990s was therefore a response to the 
developments of the late 1970s, 1980s and the pressures from the World Bank 
for par�cipatory governance. Thus, a significant number of African States have 
witnessed changes in government through elec�ons including Cape Verde, 
Benin, Zambia, Mali, Namibia, and South Africa. However, there is also a 
significant number in which incumbent Heads of States and poli�cal par�es 
steeped in the tradi�ons of single party rule have managed to retain power in 
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mul�-party elec�ons, examples exist in Cote d'Ivoire, Gabon, Cameroun, 
28Kenya, Togo , etc. Though there have also been examples of successful 

poli�cal change through the ballot box, such as Benin, Zambia, Ghana, South 
Africa, etc. But this has not generally produced the changes which advocates of 
poli�cal liberaliza�on had hoped to see, either in terms of increased power 
sharing or greater economic prosperity. This is why Claude Ake is right to assert 
that

Democra�c elec�ons are being held to determine who will exercise 
the powers of the State with no ques�ons asked about the character 
of the State as if it has no implica�ons for democracy. But its 
implica�ons are so serious that elec�ons in Africa give the voter only 
a choice between oppressors...Uncannily, this structure has 
survived, reproduced and rejuvenated by the legacy of military and 
single- party rule. By all indica�ons, it is also surviving 
democra�za�on, helped by the reduc�on of democracy to mul� – 

29
party elec�ons .

Mul�-party poli�cs in Africa is increasingly breeding human insecurity. The 
desire to access State power creates a scenario of despera�on. Those with 
access to the State do everything in their power including rigging elec�ons to 
hold on to power while those without access go every length, including 
resor�ng to protests, violence and conflict, to have a share of the spoils. These 
developments have reduced poli�cs to a do or die game in which different 
forms of insecuri�es are created.

Elec�on Violence in Africa: The Causal Factors

It suffices to reiterate the point that elec�on violence is regarded as a sub-
category of poli�cal violence that is primarily dis�nguished by its �ming and 
mo�ve. It is a coercive and deliberate strategy used by poli�cal actors- 
incumbents as well as opposi�on par�es to advance their interests or achieve 
specific poli�cal goals in rela�on to an electoral contest. It may take place in all 
parts of the electoral cycle; in the run-up to elec�ons, on the day of elec�ons 
and in the immediate post-elec�on period. Elec�on related violence is not 
limited to physical violence but includes other coercive means, such as the 

30threat of violence, in�mida�on and harassment .

The causes of electoral violence are mul�faceted, and can be divided into two 
broad categories: first, structural factors related to the underlying power 
structures prevalent in new and emerging democracies, such as informal 
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patronage systems, poor governance, exclusionary poli�cs, and the socio- 
economic uncertain�es of losing poli�cal power is concentrated at the centre; 
second, factors related to electoral process and the electoral contest itself, 
such as failed or flawed elec�ons, elec�on fraud and weak or manipulated 

31ins�tu�ons and ins�tu�onal rules governing the electoral process . The states 
in Africa are all, to varying degrees, rela�vely new democracies. Democra�c 
ins�tu�ons and procedures, including elec�ons have been introduced or 
reinforced, while the underlying structures of power in society and the norms 
governing the poli�cal system have o�en not yet been transformed. The 
con�nent has a long history of one party and dominant poli�cal party States 
where poli�cs and economics are o�en conflated. As a result poli�cs is o�en 
exclusive, intolerant of opposi�on and some�mes militarised, not least in post- 
war States. Furthermore, many of the socio-economic and poli�cal benefits of 
democracy have yet to be fully realised among large parts of the popula�on. 
Thus, the stakes at elec�ons become high and the electoral contest tends to be 
perceived as a zero-sum game. As a consequence, many poli�cians resort to 
illicit electoral strategies and make use of militant youth wings, mili�as or the 
State security forces to either win the elec�on or strengthen their post-
elec�on bargaining posi�on.

More so, compe��ve elec�ons are by their very nature tense processes aimed 
at mobilising divergent interest in society and s�mula�ng poli�cal compe��on 
between poli�cal actors and groups. In Africa, non-violent norms of mature 
democracies are not fully developed; therefore there is the risk of electoral 
contest contribu�ng to the intensifica�on and polarisa�on of exis�ng socio-
economic cleavages and other divisions in society. 

Furthermore, it per�nent to note that in socie�es where the structural 
condi�ons of elec�ons create high incen�ves for violence, the ins�tu�onal and 
administra�ve arrangements in place for regula�ng the electoral contest can 
play a key role in either mi�ga�ng or ins�ga�ng elec�on related violence. The 
design of the electoral system for example, one that encourages broad based 
and inclusive strategies for mobilising voters across exis�ng cleavages in 
society, is more likely to alleviate the risk for poli�cal polarisa�on. Conversely, 
systems that are more exclusive such as the first-past-the post and winner-
takes-all systems are likely to encourage violent behaviour especially in divided 
socie�es. The current trend of establishing post-elec�on power sharing 
governments in Africa is a direct consequence of these exclusive systems. 
While power sharing agreements are some�mes deemed temporarily 
necessary in order to prevent (more) violence, they may set a dangerous 
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precedent for the con�nent in the sense that every elec�on, legi�mate or not, 
is violently contested in order to force a power sharing agreement. The 2015 
general elec�ons in Nigeria hold great promise for the African con�nent. 
Against all odds, Nigerians demonstrated to the interna�onal community that 
peaceful and credible elec�ons in Africa are indeed possible. The most striking 
lesson from the elec�ons was the manner in which President Goodluck 
Jonathan conceded defeat even before the official declara�on of results. This 
gesture if sustained and emulated raises high hope for the sustenance of 
democracy in Africa.

Conclusion

Democra�c elec�ons can be vital building blocks in developing a stable poli�cal 
system based on principles of representa�on, the rule of law and good and 
accountable governance. The experience in most of Africa presents a worrying 
picture of flaws that tend to ignite contesta�ons and inseminate insecuri�es. 
The quest to achieve more representa�ve and legi�mate ins�tu�ons in Africa 
through the holding of na�onal elec�ons par�cularly following the third wave 
of democra�za�on suffers notable setbacks with some violent reac�ons. The 
tendency for these violent reac�ons to erupt into protracted conflicts is 
exacerbated by a confluence of factors, namely the intensifica�on of 
compe��on for accessing the state and its resources, the poor organisa�on of 
elec�ons, the tendency for the State to interfere with the work of electoral 
ins�tu�ons, the desire of some Presidents to have third terms in viola�on of 
cons�tu�onal provisions for two, the use of in�mida�on as a tool of 
acquiescence, etc. Though Africa has made remarkable progress on the path of 
democracy concerted efforts need be made towards curbing incidences of 
electoral violence by paying par�cular a�en�on to cri�cal elements in the 
electoral process including fairness of electoral laws, establishing level playing 
fields for all compe�tors, independence of electoral ins�tu�ons and 
establishing credible judicial mechanisms to speedily adjudicate elec�on 
disputes.  It is a considered view that these measures hold high hopes towards 
a minimising the recurrent incidences of elec�on related violence on the 
con�nent.
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