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AVOIDING ELECTORAL VIOLENCE; A COMPARATIVE 
OVERVIEW OF KENYA‐ZIMBABWE AND SIERRA LEONE‐

GHANA 

[BY AYODEJI AJAYEOBA, GLOBAL CONFLICT ADVISOR, AAI] 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Between 2007 and 2008, general elections were held in Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Kenya, Zimbabwe and 
Ghana among other countries in Africa. These elections have for different reasons since become 
historical landmarks. 

Because of the way and manner they were conducted and because of the consequent outcomes 
they have generated a lot of interest to all stakeholders concerned with Africa’s political and 
economic development. They have generated equal passion among development practitioners, 
professional conflict management and peace building experts, and political scientists alike. 

In the development sector in particular, and within ActionAid specifically, they have generated 
discussions and debates around combating and preventing electoral crisis and violence. This is so 
because in the last few decades as the democratisation movement has deepened and forced military 
and one party dictatorships to open up the political space, disputes emanating from flawed and 
fraudulent electoral processes have often triggered massive political violence which have not only 
been debilitating for African peoples, but have also undermined the capacity of the African state to 
govern effectively and responsibly. 

In many of the instances, the mobilisation of grievance by an effective opposition usually with a 
charismatic leadership at its head have led to the polarisation of society, as incumbent regimes 
become more determined to prevent humiliating loss of power. 

This determination to hold unto power come what may, is usually driven by the near exclusive 
dependence of the ruling elite on state power and the access and control which it grants to 
economic wealth and social status. 

But as poverty increases and exclusion and marginalisation increases in its wake, opposition 
formations find fertile grounds for organising and mobilising. 

In this context, the electoral process becomes a weapon in the hands of the incumbent regime to 
hang on to power, as well as in the hands of the opposition elite and movement to displace the 
incumbent regime and ascend to state power. 
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The animosity and antagonism of the competitive mobilisations become transferred and super 
imposed on the electoral process. So invariably the only way the incumbent can prevent loss of 
power and the consequent humiliation is by stealing the mandate. 

In a highly charged atmosphere, against the background of the active mobilisation of grievances 
arising from historical and current injustices; to manipulate the electoral process and steal the 
mandate is a recipe for disaster. The fraudulent electoral process and consequent stealing of the 
mandate becomes the immediate trigger of political upheaval. And depending on how the regime 
already accused of fraud responds to the mass expression of dissent, the crisis may assume violent 
proportions, which depending on the scale of the repression, and the depth of hitherto existing 
cleavages in the society, may either be expressed as generalised violence or ethnic/religious/ethno‐
religious violence. 

But how this plays out, and whether in fact there will be outbreak of violence depends largely on a 
combination of factors which we shall examine in the comparative analysis that follows. 

 

COMPAPRING SCENARIOS: 

In Sierra `Leone in 2007, as well as in Ghana in 2008, the highly contested elections did not 
degenerate into post election violence even though tensions were raised in both instances. On the 
other hand, in Kenya at the end of 2007, and in Zimbabwe in the middle of 2008, bitterly contested 
elections degenerated into massive political violence. Why? 

It is important to stress the similarities as well as the disparities in the factors which played out in 
the two scenarios. 

First the similarities; There were incumbent regimes presiding over powerful state institutions; but 
there were also very popular and determined opposition formations tempered by experience and 
led by charismatic personalities and collectives who spoke to the fears, hopes and aspirations of the 
poor and dispossessed. But there were also the existence of societies divided into a small number of 
very wealthy persons who have benefited almost exclusively from the policies of the governing 
parties. At the other end of society was the immense mass of disposed and impoverished poor, who 
had borne the brunt of the mis‐governance of the incumbent regimes.  

In addition, in Kenya and in Ghana in particular, and to a lesser extent in Sierra Leone, this 
incumbent regimes had been successfully implementing neo‐liberal economic policies which had led 
to impressive GDP growth rates, and ostentatious wealth and conspicuous consumption on the part 
of the privileged elite cohering around the state. In Zimbabwe on the other hand a popular regime 
running a welfare state had been forced to retreat and disastrously embrace neo‐liberal reforms. 
And recoiling from that disastrous embrace, and trying to preserve itself, the regime had grown 
increasingly authoritarian. 

Next the disparities; In both Sierra Leone and Ghana, we had incumbents who could not no longer 
constitutionally seek re‐election as they were at the end of the constitutional maximum number of 
mandates they could seek. In this sense, although their parties were contesting, the incumbents had 
no direct stake in the elections other than the desire to be protected by the successor. 
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In Zimbabwe and Kenya on the other hand, we had incumbents who were running for re‐election, 
and for whom therefore electoral defeats could constitute a real humiliation. These were 
incumbents with direct and personal stakes in the election and its outcome. 

And then in Ghana and in Sierra Leone, there was also the relative independence of the electoral 
institutions, perhaps buoyed by the non personal stake of incumbents in the elections, as well as the 
active support and engagement of the electoral institutions and process by the international 
community. In Kenya and in particular in Zimbabwe however, the degree of independence of the 
electoral institution and the sanctity of the electoral process had been compromised by the direct 
and personal interest of the incumbents in the outcome of the elections. In Zimbabwe, in particular, 
it could be said that the electoral body was indeed perceived as an extension of the ruling party, 
which accounted in large measure for it’s over confidence and the surprise and shock it got as the 
results began to come in. 

But there is also a curious contradiction in another factor of comparism. The fact that the Kenyan 
state at the time of the 2007 election was no longer a KANU state, that is no longer the state of the 
historical independence party, played a significant role in the leverage and effective street power of 
the opposition movement. The state was a state in transition, a transitional state which many of the 
opposition leaders had been part of bringing into being and nurturing before the rupture in the 
fabric of the NARC regime. This helped to produce a real stalemate. The state could not muster the 
strength to knock off the opposition, and the opposition could not muster in quick enough time, the 
strength to finally tip the state over. 

In Zimbabwe, no such stalemate could occur. The state was still effectively in all its ramifications, a 
ZANU PF state. It could muster all the strength of the state to deal with the opposition. The 
opposition on the other hand was not prepared to test its strength on the streets, so it retreated 
into diplomacy and mobilising the international community rather than mobilising at home. 

In Sierra Leone on the other hand, the state was also a transitional state, historically a state once 
dominated by the opposition, and one which at the time of the election was presided over by a 
ruling party which had not yet mastered and occupied the state, given the debilitating interruption 
of a prolonged civil war. 

There is a final factor at play. Perhaps because they had no direct interest in the elections, perhaps 
because their eventual place in history was not at stake, on the contrary their place in history could 
be enhanced, and perhaps also because of the international attention on their respective persons, 
the incumbents in Ghana and Sierra Leone could afford to be statesmen like, they could afford to let 
the elections run their natural course without succumbing to the temptation of interfering in the 
process. 

 

THE LESSONS: 

From the above analysis and from the point of view of informing the way we program in similar 
contexts, the following can be summarised; 
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• Where there is immense poverty in the midst of ostentatious display of wealth, there will be 
grounds for grievances. 

• Where there is an effective opposition with charismatic and crusading leadership, grievances 
will be mobilised. 

• Where an incumbent is running for re‐election under these circumstances there is a great 
potential for the electoral process to be manipulated and the mandate stolen. 

• Where as a result of polarisation in society due to aggressive and antagonistic mobilisation 
of support, an election is perceived to be manipulated and the opposition rejects the result, 
there is a very high likelihood of electoral violence, if the incumbent regime is determined to 
hang on to power. 

• When, an incumbent is not seeking re‐election, and when international attention is focused 
on the incumbent, it is more likely that the process will be allowed to run its course without 
significant intervention. 

• Where there is an independent electoral body drawing its funding from directly from 
statutory allocations, enjoying massive support from external stakeholders, armed with 
security of tenure, and with an assertive and independent minded leadership, the re is less 
likelihood of electoral manipulation. 

• Where the judiciary is strong and seen to be independent and effective, aggrieved parties 
will be less likely to resort to mass action and other extra legal means to seek redress in 
electoral disputes. 

 

DEVELOPING PROGRAMATIC GUIDANCE FROM LESSONS: 

In order to deal with the issues arising from political repression, political crisis and conflicts, the 
international human security, international governance and international policy teams have been 
collaborating.  

We have jointly developed a policy positioning paper on political repression and conflict1; we have 
also jointly developed a framework to facilitate intervention programming in these kinds of context. 
The framework is called Indicators of political crisis2, and it provides guidance for analysis the 
context, identifying possible triggers, and developing appropriate intervention programs which may 
help to minimise the risk of political violence breaking out, and mitigate its impact if it doest break 
out. 

Essentially, if we work together with broad alliances to promote the positive factors identified 
above, and focus international attention of a potentially acrimonious electoral process; and if we 
combine this with strengthening civil society capacity to intervene and ensure the sanctity of the 
process, then we cane reduce the risk of political violence breaking.  

                                                            
1 See AAI Policy position on political repression and conflict  
2 See AAI indicators of political crisis framework 
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This will facilitate the realisation of achieving the goal of reducing the risk of violent conflict, which is 
the essence of the conflict risk reduction [CRR]3 strategic approach to conflict transformation. 
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3 See AAI conflict perspective plan 


