


2. THE CRITICAL STAKES OF THE 
DECEMBER 2008 GHANA ELECTIONS 

This section attempts to identity what it is 
that makes this election different from past 
elections, delving into issues that serve as 
motivating factors driving the electorate 
and the to be elected. 

2.1. Political History and the Ideological 
Divide
Ghana enjoys the patriotic pride for being 
the first black African Nation to gain 
independence, as well as an inspirational 
role model to other African states for 
pioneering the hopes and aspirations of the 
Pan-African ideology injected in African 
scholars and political activists during the 

2independence struggle.  This well meaning 
political philosophy born from the Gold 
Coast instilled a spirit of self-determination, 
which then subsequently paved the way for 
many African nations to move toward self-
rule. In spite of its enviable contribution to 
independence and post-independence 
political history of the continent, the 
country's military-civilian democracy and 
civilian-civilian democratic transition 
cannot be narrated without citing 
challenges and pitfalls. 

The history of participatory democratic 
governance and the contextual factors that 
determine or influence politically motivated 
violence in Ghana is expressive within the 
three most influential political traditions 
and their intense competitions for political 
space. These are: the Nkrumahists (CPP), 
the Danquah-Busiaists (NPP), and the 
Rawlingsists traditions (NDC). Implicitly, 
each tradition is a characteristic of each 
leader and the political philosophy they 

3fa n at i ca l l y  b e l i eve d .  To d ay,  t h e  
canonization of the first president of Ghana, 
Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, the founder of (CPP), 
and his national legacy in a way has 
softened the political rivalry between the 
new generation of Nkrumahists (CPP) and 
the Danquah-Busiaists (NPP) than their 
predecessors – unlike the competition 
between the newly emerged Rawlingsists 
(NDC) and the contemporary Danquah-
Busiaists (NPP). 

There is no denial that the old political 
grudge of the twentieth century between 
the Nkrumahists (CPP) and the Danquah-
Busiaists (NPP) are not resurfacing and 
spilling over to the 21st Century democratic 

discourse. Nonetheless, the lower prospect 
for the new generation of Nkrumahists to 
compete at the same political platform with 
the Danquah-Busiaists traditions today has 
weakened the hitherto competitive 
tensions between them. Interestingly, the 
contemporary bitter political rivalry 
between the Rawlingsists (NDC) and 
Danquah-Busiaists (NPP) is a reminiscence 
of the earlier post-independent days 
between the predecessors of the 
Nkrumahists and Danquah-Busiaists 
traditions.  Since the transformation from 
the military to democratic dispensation of 
John Jerry Rawlings from Provisional 
National Defence Council (PNDC) to a 
National Democratic Congress (NDC) in 
1993, the NDC has continually been 
troubled for the perceived past human 
rights records of the former president and 
its founder, a factor used by rival parties for 
political advantage against the NDC party. 
In the lead up to the December 2008 
elections, pro NPP newspapers continue to 
refer to human rights abuses of the PNDC 
era. The NDC response has been to remind 
the electorate of the current serving 
members of the Government who are 
members of the NPP who served in the 
PNDC revolutionary government. Likewise, 
pro-NDC newspapers also refer to 
incidences of human rights abuses under 
the Presidency of John Kuffour of the NPP 
Government. Ghana's past political history 
is haunting its present. Even after attempts 
at national reconciliation through a Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
initiated by the Government of the NPP in 
which leading Religious figures played 
active roles, a cursory political observation 
can highlight the contradictions of a 
reconciliation effort that has not reconciled 
Ghanaians because contending political 
parties are incapable of moving away from 
the challenges of Ghana political evolution 
and history.

Despite the challenges confronting Ghana's 
democratic transition and the complexities 
involved, the country is preparing once 
again to move toward a unique period that 
would usher in a new head of state. The 
bitter rivalry between the new generation 
of the Danquah-Busiaists-NPP and 
Rawlingsists-NDC is still there, no doubt. 
The presidential  aspirants in the 
presidential debate held on the 29 October 
2008 and a second on November 14 set the 
tone. This year, the campaigns have been 
tainted to some extent with inflammatory 

comments by grassroots party loyalists with 
outbreaks of violence as the election draws 
closer. The intense mutual suspicion and 
antipathy existing between the key political 
parties requires a concerted effort by all 
actors to ensure violence free polls. 

2.2. Consolidation versus Change
The central competing issue would be 
pitched on consolidating democratic gains 
by ensuring 'continuity' of eight years of 
John Kufour's legacy for the ruling NPP 
candidate, Nana Addo Dankwa Akufo Adda  
and advocates of 'change' led by the John 
Atta Mills of the NDC (main opposition) and 
Paa Kwesi Ndoum of the CPP and Edward 
Mahama  of the PNC. While the 
consolidationists always have an edge due 
to the power of incumbency, there is always 
a tendency that their actions and inactions 
in the transiting period may also play 
against them. On the other hand, the 
proponents of the change message also 
stand a high chance of winning the minds 
and hearts of electorate if their message 
comes at an appropriate time depending 
also on the socio-economic context. In the 
context of Ghana, these two broad 
categories are central to the ongoing 
campaign irrespective of the fact that the 
parties have all presented manifestoes 
outlining their programmes and luring 
promises.      

2.3. Petro-Politics
The recent announcement of the discovery 
of oil deposits in commercial quantities that 
have put Ghana in the world petroleum 
map has strong connotations in the 
electoral ball game. The huge petrodollars 
that accrue from the black gold, is 
undoubtedly influencing the political 
dreams of the Presidential aspirants. The 
importance of this factor was highlighted 
during the presidential debates during 
which the candidates were asked to show 
how they would make Ghanaian petroleum 
a blessing rather than a curse as has been 
the case with most countries in Africa. The 
falling world market price for crude oil has 
not in any way diminished this very 
strategic issue that may drive the aspirants 
to make the battle a do-or-die matter.    

2.4. Successful Election in Ghana, Victory 
for Africa
Successful pools in Ghana would be a major 
asset for democracy in Ghana and Africa as 
a whole. Afro-pessimism was galvanised 
following the mayhem that resulted from 
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2  Valji, Nahla (2006).Ghana National Reconciliation Commission: Comparative Assessment; International Centre for Transitional Justice (internet version).
3  The CIA World Factbook pointed out that the Nkrumahists are generally regarded as "leftist" and "progressive," the Danquah-Busiaists more "rightist" and more "conservative,"   
     while the Rawlingsists are "populist" and "progressive."  Ghana website: The Transition from Military Rule to Democratic Government.  
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the Kenya elections that resulted in the loss 
of a more than a thousand lives and 
millions of dollars worth of property 
destroyed. Therefore, the Ghana election 
goes beyond a Ghanaian or (West) African 
issue. It is a world issue and its critical 
importance has been more amplified 
following Barack Obama's victory. The US 
elections and the much talked of African 
connection, has brought to light another 
dimension and stake. The African 
connection is a challenge for African 
democracy and Ghana cannot afford to 
disappoint Africa. By having it right, Ghana 
would not only have saved Africa from the 
embarrassment of failure and tag of a 
continent where nothing works (and 
buttresses Obama's audacity of hope) but 
would also send a message that Africa too 
can make it. 

3.0. KEY THREATS & ACCELERATORS 
OF ELECTORAL VIOELNCE

There are both endogenous and exogenous 
factors that may work to undermine the 
smooth conduct of the December polls. By 
endogenous, we mean factors within the 
national polity and exogenous referring to 
external factors. 

3.1. Violent Incidents
There have been reports of sporadic 
violence in many parts of Ghana, beyond 
what was hitherto considered as 
flashpoints of violence. In fact, the 

4ECOWARN Early Warning System  shows a 
significant upsurge in violence in Ghana 
since the 2008 elections campaign started. 
This may be an indication that if adequate 
response mechanisms are not put in place, 
there is risk of a major disruption as a result 
of elections related violence. 

3.2. Bellicose and Inflammatory Language
The use of bellicose and inflammatory 
language has been some of the key triggers 
of violence in all contentious electoral 
settings. Name-calling and the use of 
derogatory adjectives as well as invectives 
in rally grounds and through media 
channels is monitored almost on a daily 
basis in Ghana. Politicians and their 
supporters and sympathisers are ready to 
say anything to undermine their  
opponents. If unrestrained, this may 

constitute a major liability to the electoral 
process. 

3.3. Youth and Political Thuggery
The habit of recruiting idle youths as party 
thugs has been a destabilising factor used 
by desperate politicians to win elections at 
all cost. The cases of electoral violence 
already recorded and potential ones have 
handprints of youths' disadvantaged 
s i t u a t i o n  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  
u n e m p l oy m e nt / u n d e re m p l oy m e nt  
thereby making them vulnerable foot 
soldiers ready to be recruited at the call of 
any bidder. Most of the youths hired as 
political thugs have nothing to lose, and feel 
so excluded from the political systems in 
place (not only in Ghana but all over Africa). 
A lot has been said about the fact of 'idle 
minds being the devil's workshop', yet little 
is done to assuage the daunting youth 
dilemma that is rendering hopeless their 
promise of 'future leaders.' 

3.4. Bad examples from Kenya and 
Zimbabwe 
The experience of Kenya and Zimbabwe 
where the sanctity of the vote was violated, 
unleashing a wave of violence remain a bad 
example not worth contemplating. The 
media in Ghana already talked much about 
the unbecoming element of African 
democracy which now hinges on power 
sharing. This may lead to a situation where 
contestants go to the polls and build a 
mindset or psyche of power sharing, come 
what may. As distant and unconnected as 
this may seem, information technology has 
made it possible for issues happening 
thousands of miles away to have 
repercussions all over the global village.   

3.5. Mistrust and Dwindling Confidence in 
Security 
The growing mistrust is evident in the way 
almost every act is given a polarised 
political interpretation and reaction. When 
mistrust and loss or lack of confidence sets 
in among parties to a dispute or contest, it 
becomes difficult to agree or arrive at 
consensus as everything is misinterpreted. 
In fact, parties agree to disagree on all 
fronts. The police service in Ghana for 
instance is being perceived to be biased as a 
result of isolated incidents in some parts of 
the country. What must be understood is 
the fact that it is not the police service but 

some individuals and above all the 
perceptions that are heating up the polity. 
The December 2008 elections should 
provide opportunity  for  pol i t ica l  
reconciliation that makes it possible to 
move away from the use of the narrative of 
the past to gain political advantage.

During the July 2008 symposium organized 
by WANEP, it also emerged from the 
plenary discussion of the symposium that 
security officers were not answerable to 
some of the crimes they commit against 
civilians. Also, there were accusations that 
bribery and corruption are endemic within 
the security sector, particularly within the 
police service, in addition to the negative 
p e rc e p t i o n  t h at  s e c u r i t y - re l ate d  
appointments are allocated on the basis of 
ethnic affiliation, rather than competence 
(this has also been articulated in earlier 
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studies conducted by Dr. Kwesi Aning).  Hon 
Nana Obiri Boahen, the Minister of State, at 
the Ministry of Interior, in his contribution 
in the symposium assured Ghanaians that 
all necessary security measures will be 
established to ensure peaceful, free and fair 
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elections.  However, whether adequate 
measures have been put in place to tackle 
the growing threats and security gaps 
remains a major concern. 

3.6. Managing Victory Celebrations
A delicate moment that is sometimes 
ignored is how to manage victory, not just 
defeat. It has been observed that post-
election jubilations are great moments for 
victors to celebrate. However, the 
celebrations are often coated with 
'provocations' that may not go well with the 
losers. Winners have been seen marching 
to houses of losers to remind them of their 
failures and this may result in violent 
clashes. How the security officials and party 
leaders ensure that those who win do so in 
magnanimity and mutual respect is crucial 
to preventing post electoral violence.      

4 . 0 .  R EST R A I N I N G  FAC TO RS :  
S T R E N G T H S  O F  G H A N A I A N  
DEMOCRACY

There is something in Ghana's democratic 
culture that must be recognized when 
compared to other African countries. 
However, regardless of the strengths of the 
shock absorbers, there is always need to 
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watch out for surprises. 

4.1. Ghana Electoral Commission (EC)
The track history of successful elections in 
Ghana that resulted in major power shifts 
and even incumbent parties losing 
elections is an encouraging indicator and 
asset to the democratic culture. The Ghana 
Electoral Commission has enjoyed the 
support of political parties and does not 
witness constant changes at whims and 
caprices of powers that be as is the case in 
most African countries. This has resulted in 
accumulated experience from lessons 
learned, (past mistakes and good 
practices); institutional memory and inbuilt 
institutional credibility amongst Ghanaians 
of various if not all political leanings. 

The peculiarity of the Ghana EC lies in the 
fact that it has powers to carve up electoral 
constituencies according to the electoral 
laws and organise and supervise elections 
from voter registration right up to the 
proclamation of results. The litmus test for 
the effectiveness of the work of the EC is 
seen in the feedback of various election 
observation missions that have witnessed 
Ghana's past elections. Far from being 
perfect, the Ghana EC has remained a great 
pillar and source of hope. It is expected that 
this strength would be enhanced during 
this elections by taking into consideration 
suggestions made by various national and 
international elections observation 
missions. 
   
4.2. The Presidential Debates
The Institute for Economic Affairs (IEA) 
organised presidential debates have been a 
great inspiration. This involved candidates 
of parties represented in the Parliament 
(National Assembly). If anything, the 
debates helped to orient the election to be 
issue based as the Ghanaian electorate was 
offered opportunity to appreciate the 
programmes of the different candidates. It 
was the first time key contenders 
responded in the affirmative to the 
invitations for the debates as previous 
initiatives were boycotted by the 
incumbent candidates. Problems such as 
poverty, illiteracy, small arm proliferation, 
drug abuse, ethnic malice, youth 
unemployment, nepotism, patron-client 

relationships, rural neglect and the 
conspicuous lack of civic cautiousness that 
are collectively rooted in the socio-political 
fabric of the society were thrown back to 
the candidates to tell Ghanaians how they 
intend to deal with them if voted to office.  
There is a sense in Ghana that the main 
political parties campaigned fairly and that 
they had a fair hearing. 

Notwithstanding, there have been scathing 
criticisms by other 'smaller' parties of the 
fact that they were left out of the highly 
publicised debates broadcast live in the key 
media (radio and television) outfits in 
Ghana. The criterion to limit the debates to 
parties with representatives in parliament 
is popular and acceptable to the general 
public as a way of efficiently managing the 
debates. 

4.3. Role of Civil Society
The role of civil society in Ghana's 
progressive march towards democracy has 
been phenomenal. Ghana stands as one of 
the few countries in Africa with a vibrant 
and ever alert civil society. Most civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in Ghana have in one 
way or the other been involved in a series of 
initiatives or consultations to discuss how 
best to ensure a successful and violence 
free December 2008 presidential and 
legislative elections. WANEP for instance 
organised a symposium on 4th July 2008 on 
the theme ''Consolidating Peace in Ghana 
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through 2008 Elections.”  Follow up 
initiatives resulted in a partnership with the 
Foundation for Security and Development 
in Africa (FOSDA) and the Media 
Foundation for West Africa (MFWA) in 
which a campaign process emerged and has 
gained considerable momentum. Series of 
trainings, capacity enhancement and 
sensitisation sessions have been organized. 
The campaign slogan captioned: “Ballots 
Not Bullets” was flagged in September, 
2008 in the Northern Regional Capital of 
Tamale. Capacity building workshops on 
conflict resolution and peace journalism 
have been organised for over 120 
beneficiaries in Tamale and the Bawku 
Municipality in October and November 
respectively. WANEP is also part of a Civil 
Society Initiative led by the Institute for 
Democratic Governance dubbed the Civic 

Forum Initiative (CFI). It is a collective effort 
in which several ongoing initiatives are 
monitoring the electoral process before, 
during and after the general elections.  

The larger civil society, have been keeping 
the watch especially on the political parties 
and their leaders and followers, media 
utterances, the security sector and 
guarantor of peace and security, as well as 
an introspection on themselves. Issues 
related to the proliferation of small arms 
and the tendency to use them to intimidate 
the electorate and how the candidates are 
genuinely and convincingly garnering votes 
have all come to the fore. Fairness, level 
play ground, transparency and objectivity 
are the measuring instruments and 
indicators at the hands of the civil society 
actors. 

4.4. Role of Media
Freedom of speech is one of the 
f u n d a m e n t a l  b u i l d i n g  b l o c k s  t o  
participatory democracy and good 
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governance.  The media is expected to 
create the healthy space to achieve this by 
promoting dialogue and conversation on 
the related participatory national 
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development and democratic agenda.  
They are expected to implement these 
values with strong spirit of fairness, equity 
and integrity. It is for this reason that 
experts contend that the media influence is 
paramount to produce the changes 
necessary for a society's reconciliation, 
peace and stability that create a favourable 
atmosphere for participatory democracy to 
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succeed.  Indeed, it can be a powerful 
instrument to prevent conflict as well as a 
potential cause to violence if regulatory 
rules and ethical standards are not 
respected. 

In compliance with these democratic ideals 
and principles, Article 21 of the Ghanaian 
Constitution guarantees all persons the 
right to freedom of speech and expression, 
which includes freedom of the press and 
other media outlets, whilst (Chapter 12) 
stresses the freedom and independence of 

11
the media.  Similarly, the Constitution 
further stipulates that state owned media 
should provide fair opportunities to other 
interest groups to express constructive 
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