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ABSTRACT

Elections are critical requirements for the legitimization of political power through a non-violent
competition for popular vote. In many developing countries like Nigeria however, the electoral process
tends to be exposed to violence and security threats which are not just structural; but also of an
illocutionary character. Indeed, beyond structural deficits, campaign rhetoric has also played a major role
in the securitization of elections in Nigeria. Using secondary data on recently conducted elections and
within the general framework of the securitization theory, this paper demonstrates how the “illocutionary
rhetoric”’adopted by the dominant political elite for campaign purposes creates the violence and threats

associated with Nigeria’s electoral process.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The problems associated with Nigeria’s electoral
process have generally received significant
attention; with different studies focusing on a
wide range of variables; and on different issues
arising from the electoral process. For instance
the role of the election management bodies -
EMBs, political parties, civil  society
organizations and even the international
community in the electoral process has been
extensively studied (Moveh, 2012 Omotola
2010,Hounkpe and Fall, 2011). Other studies
(Reif 2005; Hoglund 2006) have also attempted
to investigate why violence occurs in electoral
contests and how. In this regards, a number of
factors such as a weak civic culture,
marginalization and exclusion, the lack of
professionalism of the EMBs,poverty, zero sum
politics and the winner takes all syndrome etc.
have all been rightly identified as triggers of
electoral violence. Yet, beyond these structural
and systemic deficits, campaign rhetoric has also
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played a major role in the securitization of
elections in Nigeria. Indeed, election campaigns
by Nigeria’s political elite has severally
manifested in religious and ethnic themes
thereby fracturing the tenuous links of the
country’s  multicultural and multi-religious
fabric. This paper examines the illocutionary
effects of the election campaign rhetoric by
Nigeria’s political elite. Specifically, the
objective is to demonstrate how such campaign
rhetoric results in the securitization of the
electoral process. The paper is divided into four
sections. Following this introduction is an
examination of the securitization theory and its
usefulness in the interrogation of the subject
matter of the paper. The third section presents
examples of how campaign rhetoric is deployed
in the securitization of elections, while the
fourth section is the summary and conclusion.



2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

The Securitization of Elections: A Theoretical
Context

The security of the electoral process has become
a critical issue for many “new democracies” in
Africa and other parts of the developing world,
moreso as elections in many of these “new
democracies” tend to be highly conflictual.
Thus, the subject of election violence has
continued to receive considerable attention,
albeit, with scant attention devoted to how the
electoral process gets “securitized”. This indeed
is not surprising as the concept of securitization
is relatively new in the field of political science
and international relations.

Securitization as a concept was extensively
developed by international relation theorists;
particularly  those associated with the
Copenhagen school of security studies (Buzan,
Waever and De Wilde, 1997).These theorists
generally employed the concept of securitization
in order to provide an alternative insight to the
debate amongst scholars contrasting objective
and subjective interpretations of international
security threats. That is, between what really
constitutes international security threats and
what is perceived to be a threat. In the attempt to
offer an alternative insight, the Copenhagen
school suggests that security should be seen as
“a speech act, where the central issue is not if
threats are real or not, but the ways in which
certain issues can be socially constructed as a
threat”. Securitization is thus, seen as a speech
act or discursive process in which an actor
makes a claim that some referent object, deemed
worthy of survival, is existentially threatened. It
is an illocutionary process in which an issue
becomes a security matter once they are declared
as such (Waever 2004: 13). By stating that a
particular referent object is threatened in its
existence, a securitizing actor claims a right to
extraordinary measures to ensure the referent
object’s survival. The issue is then moved out of
the sphere of normal politics into the realm of
emergency politics, where it can be dealt with
swiftly and without the normal (democratic)
rules and regulations of policy-making.

In the light of the forgoing a critical issue that
arises is: what kind of issue gets securitized and
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how does securitization take place. Buzan
(1997) notes that securitization occurs across
five sectors: military, political, economic,
societal, and environmental. Thus, States which
perceive threats to national security will
“securitize” these sectors by taking measures to
enhance their security, often without public
debate and democratic process. Indeed, this
delimitation is crucial in order to prevent
everything from becoming a security issue.
Buzan (1997) continues that a successful
securitization process consists of three steps.
First is the identification of existential threats in
any of the aforementioned five sectors. This first
step towards a successful securitization is called
a securitizing move. A securitizing move is in
theory an option open to any unit because it is
only when an actor has convinced an audience
(inter-unit relations) of its legitimate need to go
beyond otherwise binding rules and regulations
that we can identify a case of securitization.
Second, is the adoption of emergency action on
the identified threat while the third step involves
the effects on inter-unit relations (Buzan 1998:
6).

For the purpose of this paper therefore, the
securitization of elections begins for example
with the declaration that: “If we do not defend
our votes, the elections will be rigged”, or “this
election is a do or die affair”. The declaration of
election rigging as an existential threat which is
a common tactic adopted by the political elite in
Nigeria during campaign periods therefore sets
the stage for the adoption of emergency action
as the second stage of the securitization process.
This emergency action often manifest in violent
clashes amongst members of the different
political parties. In the final stage of the
securitization of the electoral process in Nigeria,
emergency actions results in the destruction of
lives and property, the destabilization of the
electoral process and in extreme cases; it
contributed to the collapse of democratic
experiments as witnessed in the first and second
republics.

Indeed, within the context of electoral contests,
candidates have a remarkable ability to openly
designate an issue as an existential threat in their
campaign messages. Irrespective of the
campaign platform adopted; that is whether it is



a televised debate, a political rally or even a
tweet, these messages are usually conveyed to
both national and international audiences with
serious implications for the electoral process in
general. The nomination of any individual as a
candidate can serve to imbue their voice with a
sense of authority, legitimacy and knowledge.
This increases the potential of their security
claims to resonate with the beliefs, feelings and
emotions of voters.

By way of summary, the securitization theory is
useful in the sense that in contrasts to the
traditional stance on security, it provides a more
comprehensive view of security issues by
shifting focus from “power politics”(Carr, 1939,
1946; Morgenthau, 1948,1960), to the
“politicization of a security issue”(Krause and
Williams 1997; Booth, 1991). However, the
theory is not without criticisms. McDonald
(2008) for example described the securitization
process as “problematically narrow”. That is, it
does not account for the effect of other forms of
representation in the securitization process. It
focuses almost exclusively on speech acts of
only securitizing actors and does not consider
that the environment or material factors can
“speak security” themselves. Indeed, by
focusing only on the moment of the intervention
of securitizing actors, the securitization theory
has ignored how security threats can be
constructed in different social contexts over time
(McDonald, 2008). The securitization paradigm
is also generally seen to have reified the
negative concept of security into a “commodity”
(Neocleous & Rigakos, 2011) which undermines
its applicability to different socio-political
backgrounds (Gad & Petersen, 2011: 316-317).
Therefore, it is required to highlight the
importance of “contextual factors” in altering
functional and analytical dimensions of the
securitization  process to enhance the
understanding of the dynamics which construct
security issues (Zakopalova, 2012).

Campaign Rhetoric, Securitization
Election Violence in Nigeria

and

As earlier noted the subject of election violence
has received significant attention; with studies
focusing on the structural and procedural causes
of such violence. Notwithstanding the structural
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and systemic expositions, there are numerous
examples in Nigeria’s fourth republic in which
election violence has resulted from the campaign
rhetoric of the political elite. Indeed, beginning
from 2007, electoral campaigns in Nigeria’s
fourth republic have increasingly become
securitized by the major contestants resulting in
an increased spate of election violence in the
country.

In 2007, the then President of Nigeria, Olusegun
Obasanjo infamously declared that the election
scheduled to hold that year was a “do or die
affair” while addressing elders and other
stakeholders from Abeokuta North Local
Government Area of Ogun State. President
Obasanjo further noted that he would give all it
takes to ensure his party's victory in the
elections, adding that he was not prepared to
hand over to criminals. When eventually the
elections held, observers noted that it was
massively rigged and characterized with
widespread violence. The Human Rights Watch
(HRW) for example notes:

Instead of guaranteeing citizens’ basic right to
vote freely, Nigerian government and electoral
officials actively colluded in the fraud and
violence that marred the Presidential polls in
some areas. In other areas, officials closed their
eyes to human rights abuses and violence
committed by supporters of the ruling party
(HRW, 2007: 12).

Other domestic and international election
observation groups also observed, the same
trend across the country. The Transition
Monitoring Group, Nigeria’s largest domestic
observer organization noted that the elections
was characterized with intimidation of voters
and the elections was too violent to be described
as democratic. It therefore called for a re-run of
the presidential polls. Similarly, the European
Union observers also documented massive
irregularities and described the elections as the
worst it has ever witnessed across the globe.

During the 2011 general elections, the stakes
were much higher. President Goodluck Jonathan
a southerner had faced opposition from his
political party, the People’s Democratic Party
(PDP) for declaring his intension to run for
Presidency. This opposition which deeply



divided the elite stemmed from the unofficial
internal arrangement of the ruling PDP to zone
the Presidency between the north and southern
regions. Having had a President from the
southern part of the country- President Obasanjo
from 1999 to 2007, the elite from the north felt it
was the turn of the north to get its own “eight
years”, hence the opposition to President
Jonathan- another southerner’s decision, to
contest the 2011 elections after he had
“inherited” the Presidency following the death
of Umar Yar Adua (a northerner) while in power
in 2010. Thus, the 2011 general elections
sharply divided the country along ethno-regional
and religious lines with the major contestants
President Jonathan of the PDP and Muhammadu
Buhari of the CPC from the southern and
northern parts of the country respectively. The
parties and supporters of both candidates were
engaged in a fierce campaign rhetoric, which
contributed to the outbreak of post-election
violence across the northern part of Nigeria. For
example, a former governor of old Kaduna state
Alh. Lawal Kaita noted that: “The North would
make the country ungovernable if President
Goodluck Jonathan wins the 2011 polls...
Anything short of a Northern President is
tantamount to stealing our presidency” (Jason,
2011). Similarly, the National Coordinator of the
Coalition of Northern Politicians, Dr. Junaid
Mohammed noted that: “It must be a Northerner
or no Nigeria... If Goodluck Jonathan wins the
PDP“s endorsement to contest the 2011
Presidential election, there would be violence”
(Guardian 2010). Eventually when President
Jonathan was declared winner of the election,
violence broke out across many cities in
northern part of Nigeria.

In the 2015 general election, President Jonathan
and Muhammadu Buhari again emerged as the
major candidates for their parties and the
campaign was even more fiercely conducted.
President Jonathan's wife, Patience Jonathan for
example, was filmed at a campaign rally telling
a crowd: "Anyone that comes and tells you
‘change’, stone that person” (The Nation
2015).Similarly the major opposition candidate
General Muhamadu Buhari in the 2015 general
elections was quoted to have said “If what
happened in 2011 should again happen in 2015,
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by the grace of God, the dog and the baboon
would all be soaked in blood.” A major leader of
the opposition at the time Asiwaju Bola Tinubu
noted that: “It is going to be rig and roast. We
are prepared not to go to court but drive them
out” (Tell, 2014). Following the conclusion of
the elections, the opposition All Progressive
Congress was declared winner and the
incumbent president conceded defeat in an
unprecedented manner. While the 2015 general
elections were not as violent as that of 2011, the
campaign process was not any different. It was
highly charged with isolated cases of election
related violence in many parts of the country.

Apart from elections at the national level, the
campaign rhetoric for state gubernatorial
elections in Nigeria have also been severally
characterized with the securitization of the entire
electoral process. In the 2019 gubernatorial
elections in Kogi state the only female
contestant for the election Natasha Apoti the
Social Democratic Party declared the elections
to be a war after she was harassed during
campaign by thugs allegedly sponsored by the
APC. In the 2019 gubernatorial elections in
Kaduna state, the two major candidates were
both Muslims. Yet, the elections sharply divided
the state along religious lines. While the
incumbent governor Nasir Elrufai of the APC
was seen as the candidate of the “Muslim north”,
Isa Ashiru of the PDP was seen as the candidate
of the Christian south. Ultimately the campaign
rhetoric also reflected this divide; more so as the
incumbent governor in a rather unprecedented
move selected a Muslim to serve as his deputy.
In Rivers state, incidents of violence and
intimidation were widespread in the 2019
gubernatorial elections in  which former
Governor Rotimi Ameachi of the APC and
incumbent governor Nyseom Wike of the PDP
were engaged in a battle for supremacy.

3.0 CONCLUSION

This paper has attempted to establish a link
between election campaign rhetoric and election
violence in Nigeria. The paper specifically
attempted to demonstrate how the election
campaigns by the political elite results in the
securitization of the entire electoral process;
with election related violence as the outcome of



this process. While the subject of election
violence has indeed received considerable
attention, such attention has tended to focus
more on structural, legal and procedural factors,
despite the existence of significant illocutionary
influences in most of the violence recorded. It is
the position of this paper that in order to
effectively deal with the issue of election
violence, illocutionary influences of election
violence needs to be addressed in addition to
other structural and procedural reforms. This can
be achieved by enforcing a code of conduct
which regulates the campaign process of all
political parties in the country.
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