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Abstract 
Nigeria is obviously the most populous nation in Africa and is also endowed with 

human resources. However, Nigeria is one of the most backward countries in 

Africa as regards electoral credibility. The backwardness is appreciated when it is 

realized that there is a link between politics and development such that any 

country, which is not politically credible and stable will find it difficult to pursue 

any meaningful development. Thus, Nigeria’s lack of progress is traceable to a 

failure of leaders and at the centre of this failure is the country’s inability to 

conduct credible and acceptable elections. This study searches for possible ways 

Christianity can assist Nigeria to overcome its electoral problems. This research 

discovers that Nigeria’s electoral problems include, ignorance of the electorate, 

political violence, tribalism and electoral malpractices. This paper recommends 

that Christianity as one of the oldest institutions in society can help Nigeria 

overcome her electoral challenges.  
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Introduction 

Nigeria holds lots of hope for Africa. With an estimated population of about 200 million 

people, and an abundant human and natural resources, the country plays a vital role in 

Africa’s political development. Pundits in geopolitics have consistently remarked that 

Nigeria should be the central African question as no country’s fate is so decisive for the 

continent. If Nigeria works, the claim usually goes, so might Africa. If the democratic 

experiment in Nigeria stalls, and development and governance stagnate, chances are that 

the rest of Africa would suffers and lose hope too ( Rotberg, 2007). However, since 

independence in 1960, the country has not been able to translate these huge human and 

abundant natural resources into a meaningful development. This has greatly affected its 

quest to improved quality of life of its citizens. Poverty, unemployment and starvation still 

pervade the nook and cranny of the country.   
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Nigeria’s inability to develop in proportion to its human and natural endowment is 

generally attributed to the failure of leadership. As one author describes it, “… since the 

military intervened and seizure of power in 1966, Nigeria has been spinning around like a 

rudderless ship tossed into the ocean of misrule” (A. Ugomanim, 2017, 168). The late 

Nigerian literary icon, Chinua Achebe’s also captures this leadership problem in what has 

come to be the refrain of subsequent scholars on Nigeria’s leadership problem: 

 

The trouble with Nigeria is simply and squarely a failure of leadership. 

The Nigerian problem is the unwillingness or inability of its leaders to rise 

to the responsibility, to the challenge of personal example, which are the 

hallmarks of true leadership (1983, 3). 

 

Nigeria’s leadership problem affects its development because there is an intrinsic link 

between good governance and development. In order words, Nigeria failed to develop 

because there is bad leadership in Nigeria.  

 

Particularly, most of Nigerian leaders have no sense of commitment to national 

development especially because of electoral malpractices. Development cannot be possible 

without a legitimized mandate for the leaders by the people. When a leader assumes office 

illegitimately or through electoral fraud, such leader is bound to fail in his effort to generate 

meaningful development. This is due to the fact that such illegitimate leaders tend to 

display characters that repress development such as; selfishness, corruption, pride, 

thuggery and inefficiency and also, there is apathy and natural detachment to 

development plans by the people as they do not see such emerging leaders as the products 

of their consent through voting.  

 

Based on the foregoing, one can summarize Nigeria’s leadership problem as simply and 

squarely a failure of the electoral process. To place it on the part of development, there is 

need for Nigeria to have credible election. Therefore, this paper will examine how the 

application of some Christian principles and attitudes, such as unity and electoral 

sensitization can help Nigerian election to be free and fair, restore the confidence of the 

electorate on the process and generally place the country on the part to the type of 

development that is truly befitting to her natural and human endowment. 

 

Operationalization of Concepts 

The key concepts in this paper are democracy, voting, election and free and fair election. 

To enhance comprehension here, this concepts will be operationalized. 
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Democracy: Like most emotion -laden and contentious terms, democracy is not easy to 

define and thus has been variously and differently conceptualized by scholars (Adeline 

Nnenna, Idike, 2014, 134). However, in the maze these of conceptualizations that usually 

runs through, namely, that democracy is a rule by the people. This understanding is 

endorsed by Osakwe who outlines that “In modern democracies, supreme authority is 

exercised for the most part, by representatives elected by popular suffrage” (E. Osakwe, 

2011). In light of this understanding, K. Awotokun’s detailed elaboration of democracy is 

adopted in this work: 

 

By democracy I do not mean something as vague as ‘the rule of the people’ 

or ‘the rule of the majority’; but a set of institutions (among them 

especially general elections, i.e., the right of the people to dismiss their 

government) which permits public control of rulers and their dismissal by 

the ruled, and which make it possible for the ruled to obtain reforms 

without using violence, even against the will of the rulers (K. Awotokun, 

2004, 131). 

 

Voting: If democracy is about the right of individuals/people to rule themselves, voting 

then is the formal process by which these individuals through the ballot transfer this 

right(s) to the person(s) they have chosen to represent them. Thus, the goal of any voting 

system is to establish the intent of the voter and transfer that intent to the vote counter. In 

the words of Singh and Mishra “It is one procedure generally accepted as binding within 

the political society, through which citizens make an explicit choice between alternatives 

in elections (Singh and Mishra, 1991, 134). Seen in this light, voting is at the center of the 

democratic process, because according to Ujo “The journey to democratic governance not 

only starts with the voting process but its consolidation is determined by it” (A. Ujo, 2008, 

62). 

 

On the one hand, Iwu is of the opinion that the credibility of every democracy is 

determined by the efficiency of voting method, on the other hand, according to him, “The 

efficiency of the voting method and the accuracy of the vote counter are the crucial 

determinants of the ability and capacity of the system to correctly determine the wish of 

the voters” (M. M. Iwu, 2008, 1).  

 

Election: While voting is like a subset, election is the universal set that encompasses voting 

and other range of activities that go into making the choice of representatives in a 

democracy. Election as defined by Okoye (2003, vii) states; 
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A complex set of activities with different variables that act and feed on one 

another. It can be defined as a ‘formal’ act of collective decision that occurs 

in a stream of connected antecedent and subsequent behaviour. It involves 

the participation of the people in the act of electing their leaders and their 

participation in governance  

 

What this means is that elections are not necessarily about Election Day activities, although 

it forms an important component. It encompasses activities before, during and after 

elections: 

 

 It includes the legal and constitutional framework of elections; the 

registration of political parties, party campaigns, the activities of the 

security agencies and the government in power. It includes the 

authenticity and genuineness of the voter’s register. It includes the 

independence or lack of it, of the electoral agencies and organs. It includes 

the liberalism or otherwise of political processes in the country and the 

independence of the adjudicating bodies in elections (Festus Iyayi, 2004). 

 

On the whole, the importance of election to democracy cannot be overemphasized. As 

Singh and Mishra put it, “In a democratic nation, periodic elections of the executive and 

legislators constitute the principal institutional device for making sure that the 

government shall derive it’s just power from the consent of the governed. Elections are 

central to the functioning of modern democracy (Singh and Mishra, 1991, 134). 

 

Free and Fair Election/Credible Election  

The crucial issue at the centre of this paper is the question of when it can be objectively 

said that elections are free and fair and therefore credible.  According to Goodwin-Gill, 

answering this question is ordinarily difficult, but it becomes more difficult in a   polarized 

and fragile state, like Nigeria, especially given that the phrase is often subjectively 

determined based on the vantage position of the speaker? (Guys, S. Goodwin-Gill, 2006, 

26). However, there are a number international instruments and principles that can be used 

to objectively approach the issue of credibility in election in spite the polarizing nature of 

the process. For instance, Article 21 of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

made it an entitlement for people to participate in the government of their country. Thus, 

that an election should reflect the will of the people has never been a contentious 

expression.  What is contentious is the way this normative standard should be measured.  

Responding to this challenge Guys, S. Goodwin-Gill, identified ten broad criteria and 

activities as markers or indices for measuring free and fair election: These are (1) Electoral 
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law and system; (2) Constituency delimitation; (3) Election management; (4) The right to 

vote; (5) Voter registration; (6) Civic education and voter information; (7) Candidates, 

political parties and political organization, including funding; (8) Electoral campaigns, 

including protection and respect for fundamental human rights, political meetings, media 

access and coverage; (9) Balloting, monitoring and results; and (10) Complaints and 

dispute resolution (Ibid.). 

 

For United States Mission to the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe as 

cited in Jideofor Adibe:  

 

Free and fair elections are a fundamental element of a healthy democracy. 

To be truly free and fair, however, elections require not only transparent 

and well-managed Election Day polling, but also a society that encourages 

full citizen participation, political parties to operate freely, independent 

media to flourish, and which builds a judiciary system capable of 

exercising independent and impartial authority J(ideofor Adibe, 2019). 

 

As observed by Adibe, an important inference from Goodwin-Gill‘s taxonomy is that an 

election being free and fair is not just a question of what happened on the Election Day 

because the process could be rigged at any stage. Nevertheless, the major weakness is an 

assumption that these indices are objectively measurable in polarized societies such as 

Nigeria - the way they may be measured in the Western world or in countries where there 

is a consensus on the basis of nationhood. The truth is that in polarized and fragile societies 

like Nigeria, with deep fault lines of ethnicity, religion and regionalism,  the electoral laws 

and systems, however they are designed, would be subjected to the same filters and 

markers through which  the generality of the citizens periscope their social realities.  

  

Adibe also pointed out that the indices given by United States Mission to the Organisation 

for Security and Cooperation in Europe suffer from the same weaknesses as those given 

by Goodwin Gill. For instance, in polarized and fragile states such as Nigeria, can there 

really be a consensus on free and fair elections, transparent and well managed Election 

Day polling, and judiciary system capable of exercising independent and impartial 

authority? Going by Nigeria’s past electoral history, these consensus are very unlikely. 

Essentially therefore these taxonomies are also subjective. In the light of this difficulties in 

determining the benchmark for judging the credibility of elections, especially in polarized 

countries like Nigeria, this paper will suggest that Christianity has values which if 

appropriately deployed will help to mitigate some of the problems of electioneering in 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 1 March, 2021 

 

The Pathway to Electoral Credibility in Nigeria: The Role of Christianity.    46 

Nigeria and help the country’s electoral process to achieve some reasonable degree of 

credibility.   

 

Problems Militating against Credible Election in Nigeria 

Serious questions remain about Nigeria’s capacity and political will to conduct free, fair, 

and peaceful elections. Since independence in 1960, violence and myriad irregularities 

have persistently marred the process of electing the country’s leaders. Nigerian politicians 

have become habituated to fraud corruption, intimidation, and violence, as if they consider 

these the necessary weapons of political winners. Nigerian voters have been denied the 

chance to count and be counted and, disturbingly, the trend has worsened. For instance, 

national and international monitors observing the 2007 polls referred to them as an 

undemocratic charade, while Freedom House declared them the worst in Nigeria since the 

end of military rule in 1999 (The International Crisis Group (ICG), 2007). The bottom-line 

here is that none of the elections conducted in Nigeria from independence till date is 

adjudged by many to have met international standard and therefore credible (Egwuche 

Okibe, Sept. 2020, 23). The result of it is not only that there is doubt on the country’s ability 

to conducted a credible election but that the average Nigerian is fast losing hope on the 

workability of democracy in Nigeria. This section will itemize and discuss some of these 

problem. The subsequent section will examine how Christianity can assist in restoring the 

hope of Nigerians on the credibility of Nigerian election.      

 

Problems of Voters Empty  

There are many actors in the electoral process (Jide Ojo, 2009). However, the chief of them 

all are the electorate. The electorate are the real ‘kingmakers’ as they choose who will 

govern them at different levels. Lamentably, many Nigerian have been apathetic to 

elections. On Jide Ojo analysis, there are at least four categories of Nigerian electorates. In 

the first category are those who do not even bother to register as voters. No matter the level 

of awareness campaign, they are simply indifferent. There is another category of people 

who took time off to register but never bother to collect their voter cards. According to the 

Independent National Electoral Commission, as of March 2018, there were approximately 

eight million uncollected Permanent Voter Cards nationwide. On May 21, 2018, INEC 

commenced distribution of additional four million PVCs of those who had registered for 

voters’ cards between April and December 2017. That made it a staggering 12 million PVCs 

awaiting collection by Nigerians. This has been the attitude of Nigerians in every election 

and it is worrisome (loc. cit). 

 

Another group of electorate are those who collect their voters’ cards but do not show up 

to vote during elections. They often claim that their reason for collecting their voter cards 
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is to enable them use it as a means of identifications when transacting business that 

necessitates personal identification.  This set of people care less about who wins or loses at 

elections. As far as they are concerned, with or without their votes, winners will emerge. 

 

Another category of electorate are those who register, collect their voter cards and troop 

out to vote at elections. This class can be bifurcated into two. There are those who vote 

because they have been induced with money or gifts and there are those who vote as a 

patriotic duty and civic responsibility. Quite unfortunately, people in the latter category 

are in the minority. Elections in Nigeria are witnessing less and less voters’ turnout. In 

some grave cases, there are less than 10 per cent voter participation. There are several 

reasons adduced for this poor voter response at elections. Some of them include perceived 

poor performance by political office holders in terms of non-delivery on their previous 

campaign promises, fear of violence, late commencement of voting by INEC, and previous 

cases of electoral fraud when votes did not count. Any election that witnesses low turnout 

as a result of lack of interest by voters can hardly be considered credible. Therefore, anyone 

who has interest in improving the credibility of Nigerian election must find a way of 

improving the interests of the electorate in the process.  

 

Problems Associated with Nigerian Electoral Commissions 

Most Nigerians believe that electoral commissions are central to the problems associated 

with the conduct of elections in Nigeria. For example, the results of the 1999 elections were 

seen to have been pre- arranged with INEC so as to make the electoral process and results 

legitimate. Again INEC was seen as part and parcel of the enormous fraud that 

characterised the 2003 and 2004 elections (Iyayi, Festus, 2006). There have been instances 

when the election tribunals set up to adjudicate on the conduct of some elections had 

established that INEC was partisan, but the full weight of the law was never brought on 

those INEC officials (Olutola, Bello, 2009). Lack of punishment, of course, results in 

impunity. Elections are conducted with billions of naira, and with frequent nullifications 

and high turnover of results, billions of naira go down the drain as yet another huge 

amount of money is budgeted for yet another re-run. Nobody has been prosecuted for such 

huge waste of the country’s resources. Overall, a lot of Nigerians don’t see the successive 

electoral commissions in the country as independent umpires and this in turn, affect their 

perception of the credibility of Nigerian elections. 

 

Ethnic and Religious Problems  

Ethnicity and religion have always been the two major sources of division and conflict in 

Nigeria. However, in no other sector of Nigeria’s life is this roles of ethnicity and religion 

as instigators of division and conflict more expressed as in the electoral process. Ethnicity 
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and religion have considerable influence on the voting patterns of the Nigerian electorate. 

Thus, there is no politician in Nigeria who will win an election without the support of the 

members of his or her ethnic nationality and religious group. This is why most politicians 

tend to give priority attention meeting needs of their ethnic nationalities even at the 

detriment of national interest. It is also why various ethnic groups will do not only fail to 

vote for candidates based on what they can offer to the country but would do everything 

conceivable, ranging from electoral fraud to violence to ensure that their members are 

elected to juicy national positions, especially the presidency.  

 

Unfortunately, as Godwin Ehiarekhian Oboh observes, the present Nigerian political 

system has no provision for the members of the minority ethnic groups becoming 

president of Nigeria without the support of the major ethnic nationalities in the country. 

This according to him might be one of the reasons for the ongoing agitations for secession 

and the call for an amendment on the present structure of the Nigerian political system by 

some ethnic groups in the country (Godwin Ehiarekhian Oboh, 2017, 79). What Oboh 

forget to add is that this could also be the reason why those ethnic groups who always lost 

out in elections have lost hope in the credibility of Nigerian electoral process. So 

Christianity as a nexus reconciling the dividing lines between and among ethnic 

nationalities and religious institutions in Nigeria, can help to deemphasize ethic and 

religious affiliations in the country and thus make the elections more credible. 

 

 Electoral Violence  

To varying degrees, every election in Nigeria’s modern history has experienced violence 

(Ebere Onwudiwe, et al., 2010, 53). In Nigeria, all of the elements of Timothy Sisk’s 

expansive definition of electoral-related violence have occurred: 

 

Acts or threats of coercion, intimidation, or physical harm perpetrated to 

affect an electoral process or that arise in the context of electoral 

competition. When perpetrated to affect an electoral process, violence may 

be employed to influence the process of elections—such as efforts to delay, 

disrupt, or derail a poll—and to influence the outcomes: the determining of 

winners in competitive races for political office (Timothy Sisk, 2017, 1-20). 

 

Nigeria’s history of electoral violence is, for many, an unfortunately accepted fact of life, 

and cannot be viewed in isolation from the many social and economic inequalities, ethnic 

and religious divisions, and structural weaknesses such as corruption and weak state 

capacity. Some of the causes of electoral violence in Nigeria include the willingness (or not) 

of candidates to accept the results, the use and abuse of state power to unfairly favour 
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incumbents, and the ease with which young people can be mobilized toward violence. 

Fundamentally, the consistent presence of violence in almost every Nigerian election has 

rendered the process incredible in the eyes of many. 

 

Electoral Misconducts/Rigging  

One of the greatest negative factors that affects electoral credibility in Nigeria is election 

rigging. Many Nigerian electorates believe that all the electoral institutions in Nigeria, 

including, security agents, the judiciary, the electoral umpires, politicians and even 

ordinary Nigerians are involved in these electoral misconducts. The pervasive culture of 

impunity and executive lawlessness in governance has nourished and intensified this 

phenomenon of competitive rigging thereby affecting participation in elections (Ondotomi 

Songi, 2008). The consequences of this is that many Nigerians have little confidence in the 

democratic process.  

 

Electoral Credibility: Can Christianity Save Nigeria 

A Christian tradition that dates back to the fathers, has always emphasized that 

Christianity contains moral principles which when judiciously applied would lead to a 

united, peaceful and prosperous society. For example, the greatest of the Latin fathers, St. 

Augustine, the old Bishop of the Ancient city of Hippo in a passage from one of his letter 

to Marcellinus, argues that a commonwealth modelled after the example of Christ will be 

the salvation of every commonwealth: 

 

Let those who say that the doctrine of Christ is incompatible with the 

State’s well-being, give us an army composed of soldiers such as the 

doctrine of Christ requires them to be; let them give us such subjects, such 

husbands and wives, such parents and children, such masters and 

servants, such kings, such judges - in fact, even such taxpayers and tax-

gatherers - as the Christian religion has taught that men should be, and 

then let them dare to say that it is adverse to the State’s well-being; yet 

rather let them no longer hesitate to confess that this doctrine, if it were 

obeyed, would be the salvation of every commonwealth (Augustinian 

Letters”,  www.catholicpeacefellowsip.org.asp?m=257.,(28/09/20) 
 

In this section, the paper will look at how some Christian principles can be applied to 

tackle the electoral problem examined above. 

 

To begin with, a careful reading of Nigeria’s electoral problems as discussed here will find 

out that the problem can be classified into three fundamental categories: ignorance, lack of 
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love and unity and dishonesty. Ignorance relates to the problem of electoral empathy. To 

tackle this problem, it must be realized that a large percentage of Nigerian population are 

yet to realize not just the importance of election to democracy but most importantly the 

link between good governance and development. Christianity based on its wide coverage 

across the length and breadth of the country can lead the campaign on encouraging 

Nigerians on the importance of participation in election. Linking the moral and civic 

obligation of participating in elections to the divine mandate (Romans 13). on Christians 

to contribute their quota in building a just and peaceful society will help many Christians 

who shy away from elections to reconsider their attitude. Massive participation of at least 

Christians and those they will influence all across Nigeria will with fail affect the credibility 

of Nigerian elections. 

 

The other fundamental problem affecting the credibility of election in Nigeria is lack of 

unity. As seen above, Nigeria is massively divided along ethnic and religious lines.  The 

central message in Christianity is love of God and neighbour. Love of God is further 

reduced to the love of neighbour as one cannot claim to love God who he does not see and 

hate the neighbour which he sees (John 4: 20). Christianity also believes and preaches the 

common brotherhood of all men which derives from the common fatherhood of God. And 

since for Christians every human being is an imago dei, (Gen 1: 27). Christianity in Nigeria 

can leverage of to promote ethnic and religious integration in the country. This will involve 

encouraging all Nigerians to vote for candidates not on the basis of their ethnic and 

religious orientation but on the content of their character. If Christians and convinced of 

this fundamental Christians beliefs, preach and practise it, even in their own 

administrative structure, there is no doubt that it will in turn affect the credibility of 

Nigerian election. 

 

The other fundamental problem against electoral credibility in Nigeria is dishonesty. 

Politicians, electoral umpires, the judiciary, legislators, and ordinary Nigerians engage in 

violence and election rigging because they are not honest. However, at the centre of the 

Christianity message is the understanding that by nature God is honest and therefore 

abhors any form of dishonesty. As Epp Weaver puts it in his interpretation of Augustine’s 

presentation of the nature of God:  “Augustine conceived of God as truth. God would not 

lie. God’s truth, accordingly, cannot be communicated through a lie” (James Turner 

Johnson, 2001, 92). The problem is that most time, Christians instead of showing example 

to others on the principles of honesty, unity and love, are the ones who often champion, 

ethnic divisions, electoral frauds and others electoral misconducts. To this end, if 

Christians, especially Christian leaders will work within this framework that dishonesty 

is totally incompatible with the nature of God and work assiduously to inculcate the same 
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in their members, chances are that this will influence the attitudes of Nigerians in their 

approach elections.  

 

Conclusion 

Elections are such a routine event, and so common around the world that it is easy to lose 

sight of its importance for democratic development. Elections shape the fate of any nation 

and determine the way changes in the social order may be brought about. It is an 

affirmation of the rule of the people which is the foundation of democracy. When election 

is flawed it becomes a threat to the survival of democracy. Consequently, this work 

established that the problem which has held Nigeria back over the years from the full 

realization of its human and natural potentials is lack of electoral credibility. The study 

identified ignorance, lack of unity and dishonesty as the factors at the root of Nigeria’s 

electoral problems. It therefore suggested that application of Christian principles of global 

mobilization, common brotherhood and honesty as the steps to be taken to instil 

confidence into Nigeria’s electoral process. 
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