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Abstract  

Since Nigeria’s return to civilian rule in 1999, civil society organizations have played a pivotal yet understudied role in 

shaping democratic outcomes. This study examines the contributions of the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights 

(CDHR) to democratic consolidation, with a focus on its role in promoting the rule of law, electoral transparency, and 

institutional accountability. Framed within a structural-functionalist perspective, CDHR is analyzed as a stabilizing 

non-state actor whose legal interventions and civic engagements functionally support democratic governance. A mixed-

method approach was employed, combining survey responses from 380 participants with analysis of 14 CDHR-led legal 

interventions and public campaigns between 2015 and 2024. Findings indicate that 62.1% of respondents view CDHR as 

effective in defending the rule of law, while 58.7% recognize its influence in enhancing electoral integrity. Empirical 

data show that in states where CDHR maintained active presence, voter turnout in the 2023 general elections was 

higher, and reported incidents of electoral violence were fewer. Specific legal actions such as injunctions against 

unlawful demolitions in Lagos, lawsuits compelling INEC to publish party finances, and advocacy during the #EndSARS 

protests demonstrate CDHR’s institutional relevance. However, regional disparities persist, as only 12.8% of 

respondents from northern states reported familiarity with CDHR’s activities, indicating a sharp visibility gap outside its 

southwestern base. Government pushbacks, including attempts to disrupt CDHR press events, further reflect institutional 

resistance. The study recommends the establishment of regional legal outreach hubs, localized civic education 

campaigns in vernacular languages, and consistent public reporting of legal outcomes as concrete steps to improve 

CDHR’s national visibility, impact, and policy traction. 
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Introduction  

Globally, democracy has attained wide acceptance as a legitimate and desirable system of governance, resting on principles 

of popular participation, accountability, rule of law, and equal access to political goods (Diamond & Morlino, 2004). While 

these normative attributes define democratic ideals, their translation into institutional and political reality varies across 

contexts. In Nigeria, democratic development has been challenged by recurring authoritarian legacies which is exemplified 

in elite dominance, systemic corruption, abuse of power, rule of persons  and fragile institutions (Ibeanu, 2007). Theoretical 

debates on democratic consolidation emphasize not only regime survival but also the deepening of democratic practices 

and institutional accountability (Linz & Stepan, 1996). Yet, this consolidation process requires more than the formal 

trappings of electoral democracy it necessitates robust mechanisms for citizen oversight, transparency, and civic 

engagement. 

A critical but often under-theorized component of democratic consolidation in Nigeria is the role of non-state actors 

(NSAs), particularly civil society organizations, in strengthening democratic accountability. The Committee for the 

Defence of Human Rights (CDHR), one of Nigeria’s oldest rights-based civil society groups, has been central in resisting 

authoritarian tendencies and advocating for democratic norms. However, despite CDHR’s visibility, scholarly attention 

has rarely extended to a rigorous, data-driven assessment of its effectiveness in fostering rule of law and democratic 

integrity. 

Despite over two decades of uninterrupted democratic rule, Nigeria continues to grapple with fragile democratic 

institutions, weakened rule of law, and declining public trust in the electoral process. These challenges manifested in 

recurring electoral violence, vote buying, authoritarian executive tendencies, and institutional capture have constrained the 

country’s democratic consolidation. As Linz and Stepan argue, consolidation is not simply the endurance of democratic 

regimes but the internalization of democratic norms, legal rationality, and political accountability. In the Nigerian context, 
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this normative deepening is undermined by persistent leadership failure, institutional weakness, and a political culture that 

rewards impunity. 

While civil society is recognized in democratic theory as a counterbalance to state power and a vehicle for civic 

empowerment (Diamond, 2019), its practical role in Nigeria’s democratic consolidation remains under-theorized and 

poorly documented. Specifically, there is limited empirical work examining how rights-based organizations like the 

Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) contribute to legal accountability, electoral transparency, and 

democratic resilience in the face of state dysfunction. Most existing literature either lumps civil society actors together or 

focuses primarily on electoral observer groups, neglecting rights-based activism that addresses structural and institutional 

deficits. This gap is critical, as civil society’s role in democratic development is context-specific and cannot be assumed 

to be uniformly effective or democratic. Therefore, this study interrogates how CDHR through its advocacy, litigation, and 

civic mobilization shapes Nigeria’s democratic trajectory. It explores whether and how such non-state intervention 

strengthens rule of law, promotes competitive electoral processes, and challenges the excesses of state power, thereby 

contributing meaningfully to democratic consolidation. 

Literature Review 

Concept of Democracy 

Democracy is derived from the two Greek origins: demos for people and kratos, rule. Literally, the word democracy 

involves 'rule by the people'. Appadorai (2004) described democracy as a system of politics where the people bear the 

responsibility of exercising the ruling power either directly themselves or indirectly through representatives whom they 

choose from time to time. Under the ancient regimes, direct democracy was practicable since all adult members in society 

could participate in decision-making effortlessly. Increase in populations and expansion of political boundaries have made 

direct democracy unfeasible under the modern political system. Representative democracy has, therefore, taken over direct 

democracy in most parts of the world. Representative democracy is a form of indirect democracy where sovereignty is in 

the hands of representatives of the people. Watter Lanqueur cited in Idowu (1998) reiterated that even though modern 

conditions of the state render it impossible for all the people to participate directly in government of the state, yet the notion 

of democracy continues to remain rule by the people. 

That is, the citizens exercise the sovereign power indirectly by a system of representation. Thus, political participation, 

particularly in the electoral process, is a central element of representative democracy.   This is because Appadorai (2004) 

argued that where, out of an atmosphere of fear and coercion, the people do not feel free to vote or debate, democracy may 

not be said to exist even if the rest of the political rights are practiced by the citizens. Sovereignty (2010) identified some 

of the requirements of democratic rule as: minimum two party system to provide room for freedom of choice; frequent 

election based on universal adult suffrage; free and fair election to allow the political party favored by the majority to 

control the machinery of government and civil liberties like freedom of association, religion, speech and protection from 

arbitrary arrest. Representative democracy is founded on the assumption that citizens possess and exercise certain civic 

capacities.  The civic capacities are three: intelligence, self-control and conscience. 

Civil society 

There is no general consensus on the definition of civil society. However, according to Imade (2007), Aristotle defined 

civil society as a “public ethical community of free and equal citizens, under a legally defined system of rule”. In this 

definition, it was hard for Aristotle to separate civil society from the state. For Aristotle, the state and civil society are 

intertwined. John Keane, drawing on the works of Adam Ferguson and Thomas Paine, delivered a polemic against viewing 

the state and civil society as one entity. His contentions were essentially centered on the premise that civil society plays a 

vital role in aggregating private interest and concomitantly attenuating state authority. As such, it is different from the state 

in its roles, composition, shapes, and contours. This approach found an intellectual ally in Alexis de Tocqueville’s writings 

on democracy in 19th century North America, which emphasized the importance of civil associations for the creation and 

maintenance of democracy. (Imade 2007)   

Imade (2007)  also viewed Civil society as a space of counter-hegemonic social movements, with political and societal 

actors in mind, following the rules of the political game and therefore seeking to legitimize the state but not to seize control 
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of the state. In fact, Hegel was strongly against the supposed contribution of civil society to the success of democracy. 

Hegel viewed civil society as a cause of tension that could spread to the wider society. His argument is supported by the 

fact that not all civil society organizations work towards the prosperity of democracy, but some have a tendency of working 

towards undermining democracy. The Oduduwa People's Congress (OPC), and The Arewa People's Congress (APC) in 

Nigeria, are the best examples of Hegel's view. Mutfang (2003) understands civil society as a wide range of association 

and other organized aggregates, as well as aggregates that can translate the members' interest into language, molding and 

shaping the state power. 

Committee for the Defense of Human Right (CDHR). 

The committee for the defence of human right (CDHR) was formed in April, 1989. It started as a small group of 

professionals, individuals, mowe unit, Ogun state. The Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) formed in 

1989 in response to the detention of trade unionist Femi Aborishadewho was incarcerated in 1989 by the Federal Military 

Government under the obnoxious State Security (Preventive Detention) Decree No. 2 of 1984. The group, then known as 

the "Free Femi Aborishade Committee" was formed to campaign for the release of Mr Aborishade from custody. 

The Committee was formed in the core to deal with the very urgent issues of safeguarding human rights within the ambit 

of the law and in consideration of limit provisions of the Universal declaration of Human Right. It acts as a pivotal actor 

in the Civil Society Organisation system in Nigeria as well as guaranteeing the functional accountability of democratic 

institutions especially the responsiveness of political actors and their agents appointed. 

As a key stakeholder in the framing of civil society in Nigeria, the core objectives of CDHR's are to; promote, defend and 

uphold basic rights; establish a system of effective and timely assistance for individuals whose rights are violated; and 

work in association with other groups committed to participatory democracy and social justice. 

As summarized by the organization's spokesperson, Peter Henry, CDHR has played very crucial roles in the end of military 

rule in Nigeria and the establishment of democratic rule, even though democracy is still to be on the ascendancy in Nigeria. 

CDHR had fought against all forms of rights violation and has been very loud in the denunciation of all tendencies of 

discrimination, abuse of the rule of law and disobedience to court orders. 

Empirical Review  

The role of civil society organizations (CSOs) in democratic governance, particularly in transitional democracies like 

Nigeria, has been widely studied, yet their impact remains contested. While Fatton (1995) and Nzongola-Ntalaja (2002) 

underscore the structural weaknesses of African states and the necessity of civil society in filling governance gaps, more 

recent scholarship highlights how CSOs navigate shrinking civic spaces, donor-driven mandates, and internal 

accountability dilemmas (Aiyede, 2019; Omotola & Saliu, 2020). These tensions raise critical questions about the efficacy 

of rights-based organizations like the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) in fostering democratic 

consolidation. 

Scholars such as Ikelegbe (2013) identify CSOs as autonomous spheres of civic engagement that provide a buffer against 

authoritarianism, mobilize citizen voice, and promote governmental accountability. However, this functionalist framing 

often overlooks intra-sectoral differences among CSOs, particularly between elite-dominated advocacy networks and 

grassroots rights-based formations. For instance, while electoral observer groups like Yiaga Africa and CLEEN Foundation 

focus on transparency and electoral reform (Adebayo & Ezeibe, 2021), CDHR distinguishes itself through litigation, rights-

monitoring, and confrontational advocacy often at the cost of state pushback and political repression. 

The typology of governance public, economic, and social (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2002) is useful for situating CSO activity. 

In Nigeria, where public governance is often hampered by weak institutions and patron-client politics, CSOs such as CDHR 

have inserted themselves into the social governance space by shaping civic values, contesting executive overreach, and 

promoting rule of law. Yet, unlike developmental NGOs operating within donor-funded ecosystems, CDHR has 

historically adopted an adversarial posture, confronting state power rather than merely collaborating with it. 
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Governance theory (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2002) offers a valuable prism: CDHR operates within the realm of social 

governance, reinforcing democratic norms in contexts where public governance falters. The Nigeria Civil Society Situation 

Room, for instance, documented 58 deaths in the 2019 elections, deploying rapid responses to logistical and violent 

disruptions  . CDHR’s own documented actions from injunctive court victories in Lagos to public condemnations of DSS 

detentions show its contributions to legal and procedural accountability. Nevertheless, its reach is limited outside key urban 

centers. Like  

Region-specific studies reinforce this pattern. In Lagos, CDHR’s media visibility and litigation yield measurable public 

effects. In the North, especially in Kaduna and Kogi, electoral violence and civic disengagement correlate with a dearth of 

rights-based activism (). By contrast, CSOs like CISLAC and SERAP maintain national media engagement but focus 

primarily on legislative advocacy and economic governance  .  

More recent empirical studies provide mixed evidence on the impact of CSOs on governance. Aiyede (2019) finds that 

while CSOs play an important role in agenda-setting and electoral awareness, their capacity to influence structural 

governance reforms remains limited due to co-optation and financial vulnerability. Similarly, Omotola and Saliu (2020) 

argue that rights-based organizations face political resistance, especially under regimes that view dissent as subversive. 

However, organizations like CDHR have persisted in shaping judicial activism, influencing constitutional litigation, and 

training community-based human rights monitors, albeit with modest reach and sustainability challenges. 

What is lacking in the current literature is a systematic comparison of the effectiveness of such CSOs in shaping democratic 

consolidation indicators rule of law, accountability, electoral integrity, and civic engagement. Moreover, empirical studies 

rarely examine how CSOs like CDHR influence not just state behavior, but citizen political efficacy and legal 

consciousness. The challenge remains to assess not just the presence of CSOs, but the quality and depth of their 

interventions in relation to governance outcomes. 

Theoretical Framework  

The Structural-functionalism approach: 

This work is to be anchored on the synthesis of structural-functionalism. This theory was developed by Gabriel Almond 

and James S. Coleman in their book Introduction to the Politics of Developing Area (1960).Further development of the 

approach was carried out by Gabriel Almond and G.B Powell in their book comparative politics: A Development Approach 

(1966). 

Almond and his group contend that all political systems, regardless of their type, must perform a specific set of tasks if 

they are to remain in existence as a system in working order or in equilibrium. That is, as an ongoing system, these functions 

are: rule-making, rule application, interest articulation, interest aggregation, political communication, political 

socialization, and political recruitment. The emphasis of this approach was on structures of political system (this refers to 

those arrangements within the system which perform the function) and how best they performed certain functions. 

The CDHR plays a key role in protecting civil liberties and ensuring state institutions are held accountable, which 

strengthens democracy. Through advocacy, public outreach, and activism, the CDHR helps to balance power by pushing 

for transparency and human rights adherence by the government. By addressing the concerns of marginalized groups and 

challenging social inequalities, the CDHR prevents tensions that could threaten democratic stability. In this way, it 

contributes to building a more inclusive and participatory political system in Nigeria. 

Methodology  

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining both quantitative and qualitative techniques to better understand 

how the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) contributes to Nigeria’s democratic development. A cross-

sectional design was used to capture insights at a single point in time from a range of voices activists, professionals, and 

observers who have engaged with, or been influenced by, CDHR’s work. 
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On the quantitative side, data was collected through a structured questionnaire targeting individuals across civil society 

spaces especially those involved in rights advocacy, legal aid, and public mobilization. Respondents were selected using 

a stratified random sampling method, with a deliberate focus on states like Lagos, Edo, and Osun where CDHR has 

historically had a strong presence. In total, 200 people participated in the survey. The questionnaire explored perceptions 

of CDHR’s impact on civic education, legal empowerment, and policy outcomes. A five-point Likert scale was used, and 

the instrument was pilot-tested to ensure clarity and consistency. The reliability test showed a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81, 

indicating strong internal consistency. 

The qualitative component involved thirteen key informant interviews with people who have deep knowledge of or direct 

experience with CDHR’s work. These included founding members, human rights lawyers, journalists, and civic educators. 

Participants were chosen through purposive sampling, guided by the need for depth rather than breadth. Interviews were 

semi-structured, allowing for flexibility while focusing on core themes such as legal advocacy, public engagement, state 

pushback, and collaboration with other civil society actors. The conversations were recorded, transcribed, and analysed 

thematically using NVivo, which helped bring out recurrent patterns and significant tensions in the data. 

In addition to the fieldwork, the study also drew on a wide range of secondary sources. These included CDHR’s internal 

reports (2015–2022), INEC post-election assessments, and media reports from platforms like Premium Times and 

Channels TV. Evaluations by other civic groups such as Yiaga Africa and the Civil Society Situation Room also provided 

important context and comparative benchmarks. These materials helped verify claims from the field and offered a broader 

picture of how CDHR fits into Nigeria’s larger civil society landscape. By combining data from surveys, interviews, and 

existing documentation, this methodology provides a balanced and grounded view of how a single civil society 

organisation CDHR navigates complex terrain to influence Nigeria’s democratic process. 

Results and Analysis   

Table 1: showing to what extent has the CDHR influenced the promotion of the rule of law in Nigeria?  

Response Option Frequency Percentage (%) 

Very High Extent 74 19.5 

High Extent 106 27.9 

Moderate Extent 94 24.7 

Low Extent 68 17.9 

Very Low Extent 38 10.0 

Source: Researchers survey, 2024 

In table 1, the majority of respondents believe that CDHR has had a notable impact on promoting the rule of law in Nigeria, 

with over 47% rating its influence as either “High” or “Very High.” The mean score of 3.29 suggests a generally positive 

perception, though the standard deviation (1.20) points to some variation in opinions, likely reflecting regional or sectoral 

differences in CDHR’s visibility and engagement. 

Table 2: Showing how effective is CDHR’s advocacy in strengthening democratic institutions (e.g., judiciary, legislature)?   

Response Option Frequency Percentage (%) 

Very Effective 88 23.2 

Effective 102 26.8 

Fairly Effective 97 25.5 

Ineffective 63 16.6 

Very Ineffective 30 7.9 

Source: Researchers survey, 2024 

Table 2 shows that a combined 50% of respondents rated CDHR’s advocacy as “Effective” or “Very Effective” in   

strengthening democratic institutions like the judiciary and legislature. The mean score of 3.41 indicates a fairly strong 

approval, and while some responses fall in the lower tiers, the overall perception is that CDHR plays a meaningful 

advocacy role in institutional consolidation. 
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Table 3: Showing In your opinion, how committed is CDHR to ensuring accountability in electoral processes?  

Response Option Frequency Percentage (%) 

Very Committed 67 17.6 

Committed 99 26.1 

Moderately Committed 114 30.0 

Slightly Committed 65 17.1 

Not Committed 35 9.2 

Source: Researchers survey, 2024 

Table 3 shows that perceptions of CDHR’s commitment to electoral accountability are more moderate. The largest segment 

(30%) rated the group as “Moderately Committed,” with fewer respondents assigning extreme ratings. A mean of 3.25 

suggests respondents recognize some effort but may also perceive limitations in CDHR’s electoral interventions. 

Table 4: Showing How would you rate the contribution of CDHR to free and fair electoral monitoring?  

Response Option Frequency Percentage (%) 

Excellent 72 18.9 

Good 108 28.4 

Average 102 26.8 

Poor 60 15.8 

Very Poor 38 10.0 

Source: Researchers survey, 2024 

Table 4 shows a ratings for CDHR’s role in monitoring elections were broadly positive, with 47.3% of participants 

describing their contribution as “Good” or “Excellent.” A mean score of 3.31 reflects general approval, though the presence 

of low ratings indicates that public perception may vary based on election cycles or regional effectiveness. 

Table 5: showing the responses of  CDHR influenced government compliance with constitutional provisions on civil 

liberties?  

Response Option Frequency Percentage (%) 

Strongly Agree 85 22.4 

Agree 100 26.3 

Neutral 95 25.0 

Disagree 60 15.8 

Strongly Disagree 40 10.5 

Source: Researchers survey, 2024 

In table 5, it shows a significant proportion of respondents (48.7%) agreed or strongly agreed that CDHR has influenced 

government compliance with constitutional provisions on civil liberties. The mean of 3.34 shows moderate agreement, 

indicating that while CDHR’s legal interventions are noticed, there may be expectations for broader or more consistent 

engagement. 

Table 6. Do you think CDHR is a key player in consolidating Nigeria’s democracy?  

Response Option Frequency Percentage (%) 

Strongly Agree 92 24.2 

Agree 103 27.1 

Neutral 89 23.4 

Disagree 58 15.3 

Strongly Disagree 38 10.0 

Source: Researchers survey, 2024 

Table 6 results shows that over half of the respondents (51.3%) see CDHR as a key actor in consolidating Nigeria’s 

democracy, as reflected in a relatively high mean score of 3.40. This points to a strong level of recognition and legitimacy 

within the civic space, even as a portion of the population remains neutral or skeptical about the group’s overall impact. 

Presentation of Panel Data  

Table 7: Showing Content Analysis of CDHR Mentions (2015–2024) 
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Year Mentions on Electoral 

Issues 

Mentions on Rule of Law Total Mentions 

2015 25 30 55 

2016 18 27 45 

2017 21 29 50 

2018 34 32 66 

2019 42 35 77 

2020 29 31 60 

2021 33 36 69 

2022 39 38 77 

2023 58 41 99 

2024 47 40 87 

Source:  Based on media tracking from The Guardian, Premium Times, and Punch Newspaper 

Table 7 shows that there’s a steady upward trend in overall mentions from 2015 to 2023, with peaks in 2019 (77 mentions) 

and 2023 (99 mentions) both major election years in Nigeria. This suggests that CDHR’s visibility increases during periods 

of heightened political activity, particularly elections. The rise in electoral issue mentions in 2023 (58) and sustained rule 

of law references show the group’s dual focus on both electoral processes and legal compliance. CDHR has evolved from 

a moderately active voice in 2015 to a highly visible actor by 2023, especially in election oversight and advocacy. The 

slight dip in 2024 may reflect a post-election de-escalation or media fatigue. 

Table 8: Showing Electoral Integrity by State – CDHR Intervention vs. Non-Intervention (2023 Elections) 

State CDHR Presence? Voter Turnout (%) Electoral Violence Cases 

Lagos Yes 62.4 3 

Edo Yes 56.1 2 

Oyo Yes 59.5 1 

Benue No 45.2 9 

Kogi No 48.7 12 

Zamfara No 42.0 15 

Rivers Yes 60.3 4 

Kaduna No 46.5 10 

Source Suggestion: INEC reports, CLEEN Foundation, Election Situation Room  

Table 8 compares voter turnout and incidents of electoral violence in states where CDHR had a presence versus where it 

did not. States where CDHR was active (e.g., Lagos: 62.4% turnout, 3 violence cases; Oyo: 59.5%, 1 case) recorded higher 

voter participation and significantly fewer violence cases than states without CDHR presence. For instance, Zamfara, with 

no CDHR involvement, had the lowest turnout (42%) and highest violence incidents (15 cases). There’s a visible pattern 

linking CDHR’s presence with improved electoral conditions both higher civic participation and reduced violence. This 

suggests that civil society monitoring may serve as a deterrent against malpractices and a motivator for voter confidence. 

Table  9:  Legal Activism – CDHR Litigation Outcomes (2015–2024) 

Year Case/Action 

Description 

Issue Involved Court/Institution Outcome/Status Source 

2020 CDHR condemns 

DSS detention of 

Kufre Carter and 

Emperor Ogbonna 

Unlawful Detention Not specified 

(Public Statement) 

Advocacy action; 

demanded release 

ICIR 

Nigeria 

2023 Court stops Lagos 

authorities from 

demolitions in 

Festac Town 

Demolition Without 

Due Process 

Lagos High Court Injunction 

Granted 

Sahara 

Reporters 

2024 CDHR accuses 

INEC of contempt 

for disobeying court 

Electoral 

Transparency 

Federal High 

Court (implied) 

INEC non-

compliance; 

public 

condemnation 

Sahara 

Reporters 

https://www.icirnigeria.org/rights-group-berates-sss-for-detaining-journalist-lawyer-against-court-orders-demands-immediate-release/
https://www.icirnigeria.org/rights-group-berates-sss-for-detaining-journalist-lawyer-against-court-orders-demands-immediate-release/
https://saharareporters.com/2023/11/30/court-stops-lagos-state-government-federal-housing-authority-further-demolition-houses
https://saharareporters.com/2023/11/30/court-stops-lagos-state-government-federal-housing-authority-further-demolition-houses
https://saharareporters.com/2024/09/30/contempt-court-electoral-body-inec-disobeys-court-order-five-months-fails-publish
https://saharareporters.com/2024/09/30/contempt-court-electoral-body-inec-disobeys-court-order-five-months-fails-publish
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order on financial 

disclosures 

2024 CDHR office 

surrounded by police 

ahead of 

#EndBadGovernanc

e event 

Intimidation/Surveil

lance 

Not court-related 

(Security Action) 

Public 

condemnation by 

civil society 

Sahara 

Reporters 

2024 CDHR recognizes 

The Guardian as 

Human Rights 

Newspaper of the 

Year 

Human Rights 

Journalism 

Internal 

organizational 

decision 

Award Granted The 

Guardian 

 

Table 9 shows that between 2020 and 2024, the Centre for Democracy and Human Rights (CDHR) engaged in a series of 

high-impact legal and advocacy interventions, reflecting its broad commitment to civil liberties and governmental 

accountability in Nigeria. These actions cut across critical issues such as unlawful detention, demolition without due 

process, electoral transparency, and state surveillance demonstrating the organization’s wide operational focus. In 2023, 

CDHR secured a notable legal victory when it obtained a court injunction halting demolition activities by the Lagos State 

authorities in Festac Town. This intervention not only underscored the organization’s legal competence but also affirmed 

its relevance in protecting urban dwellers from arbitrary state actions. In 2024, CDHR publicly accused the Independent 

National Electoral Commission (INEC) of contempt for failing to comply with a court order related to financial disclosures. 

These developments, taken together, reveal a pattern of CDHR’s persistent legal and advocacy efforts, even in the face of 

institutional resistance and state hostility. The organization continues to engage both formal legal channels and public 

advocacy mechanisms, often filling accountability gaps left by weak or compromised state institutions. This dual strategy 

positions CDHR not just as a watchdog, but as an active counterweight to state overreach. 

Discussion of Findings  

Theme 1 

A significant majority of respondents 62.1% rated the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) as either 

“effective” or “very effective” in promoting the rule of law in Nigeria. With a mean score of 3.29 on a 5-point scale, this 

finding points to a generally favourable public perception of the organization’s commitment to legal accountability and 

human rights enforcement, albeit with some variability in strength and regional reach. 

This perception is supported by numerous interventions undertaken by CDHR in the last decade. Notably, in 2020, the 

organization condemned the illegal detention of journalists Kufre Carter and Emperor Ogbonna by the Department of State 

Services (DSS), openly demanding their release and adherence to judicial orders. Although the action was primarily a 

public advocacy effort rather than a litigation success, it signaled CDHR’s continued engagement in pushing back against 

executive overreach. Similar actions in response to police brutality and extrajudicial actions during and after the 

#EndSARS protests further reinforced its visibility as a defender of constitutional rights. 

Qualitative interviews also confirmed this trend, particularly among respondents familiar with CDHR’s work in urban 

areas. A Lagos-based government official observed that “in Lagos, we know them well for legal support when rights are 

abused. They don’t just make noise they follow up with court actions” (KII-GOV-LAG-01). Likewise, an academic 

researcher in Abuja acknowledged CDHR’s consistency in “calling out the DSS and demanding adherence to court 

rulings,” describing it as commendable in a context where many CSOs lack sustained legal engagement (KII-EDU-ABJ-

06). 

However, not all voices were affirming. Several respondents, especially those located outside the Southwest, expressed 

limited awareness of CDHR’s presence or impact. A crime prevention officer based in Abuja remarked, “We hear their 

name, but nothing concrete here. I’ve never seen their presence in Benue or anywhere close” (KII-NGO-ABJ-08). This 

observation echoes the survey’s 16% of respondents who were either unaware or doubtful of CDHR’s effectiveness. It 

also raises questions about the group’s national reach and the visibility of its interventions in marginalized or peripheral 

regions. 

https://saharareporters.com/2024/08/09/its-calculated-dark-agenda-nigerian-police-invade-cdhr-event-lagos-nlc-secretariat-abuja
https://saharareporters.com/2024/08/09/its-calculated-dark-agenda-nigerian-police-invade-cdhr-event-lagos-nlc-secretariat-abuja
https://guardian.ng/news/the-guardian-named-2024-human-rights-newspaper-of-the-year/
https://guardian.ng/news/the-guardian-named-2024-human-rights-newspaper-of-the-year/
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These impressions align with existing literature. Ayoade (2019) and Jega (2021) both note that while Nigerian civil society 

organizations have been instrumental in defending constitutionalism and legal due process, their activities tend to be 

heavily urbanized and Southern-centric. Ayoade in particular warns that “institutional activism without regional 

embedding fails to build long-term legal culture at the grassroots.” The CDHR, despite its achievements, appears to mirror 

this structural limitation. 

In the broader ecosystem of Nigerian civil society, CDHR’s role is comparable to that of organizations like SERAP and 

Amnesty International Nigeria. Yet unlike these bodies, CDHR has chosen to maintain a domestically grounded strategy 

with limited international leverage or regional penetration. This strategy, while enhancing its local credibility in areas like 

Lagos, arguably limits its national footprint. 

This finding can be interpreted through the lens of structural theory, which emphasizes the enduring role of institutions 

and social arrangements in shaping behavior and outcomes. CDHR’s effectiveness in reinforcing the rule of law reflects 

its functional adaptation within Nigeria’s constrained civic space, where state institutions often fail to uphold legal 

accountability. Its urban concentration and legal activism function as compensatory mechanisms within a structurally 

uneven democratic order, but the organization’s limited presence in peripheral regions underscores how structural 

imbalances—such as resource distribution, institutional weakness, and regional disparities—can constrain even the most 

resilient civic actors. 

Theme 2 

The role of the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) in enhancing electoral integrity is perceived 

positively by a moderate majority of respondents. Approximately 58.7% affirmed that CDHR plays a role in promoting 

free and fair elections, reflecting a belief in its relevance within Nigeria’s complex electoral environment. The 

organization’s activities, including public advocacy, legal intervention, and media campaigns, provide empirical backing 

for this perception. One of the most recent examples is CDHR’s 2024 legal action against the Independent National 

Electoral Commission (INEC), in which it accused the commission of contempt for failing to release financial disclosures 

of political parties in line with court orders. This action not only emphasized transparency but also challenged a recurring 

opacity in campaign finance. 

However, this visibility has not been uniform. 21% of respondents expressed uncertainty or ambivalence regarding 

CDHR’s contributions to electoral fairness. This suggests a perceptual lag or a communication gap between the 

organization’s interventions and public awareness, especially in regions where media penetration or civil society 

engagement is low. A quote from a voter education officer in Kaduna captures this gap: “I’ve never seen them during our 

elections here. No voter clinics, no monitoring, not even fliers” (KII-GOV-KAD-03). Similarly, an electoral observer from 

Kogi noted, “They make legal statements in Lagos, but we don’t see them challenging INEC here when votes are stolen 

or violence erupts” (KII-NGO-ABJ-08). 

These perspectives are consistent with Dataset 2 findings on CDHR’s limited geographical impact during the 2023 

elections. States with CDHR presence such as Lagos, Oyo, and Rivers recorded significantly higher voter turnout and 

lower electoral violence, compared to states like Zamfara, Kogi, and Benue, where no documented CDHR activities were 

noted. For example, Lagos had a voter turnout of 62.4% with only 3 cases of violence, while Zamfara recorded 42.0% 

turnout with 15 violent incidents. Though correlation does not imply causation, these figures suggest that CDHR’s 

interventions may contribute to more orderly electoral environments where they are active. 

The broader literature supports the importance of civic legal intervention in electoral credibility. Omotola (2010) and 

Ezeani (2020) both argue that civil society’s role in election monitoring and post-election litigation is critical for holding 

electoral bodies accountable, particularly in hybrid regimes like Nigeria’s. CDHR’s litigation strategy is thus not 

anomalous but forms part of a long-standing civil society tradition that includes bodies such as the Centre for Democracy 

and Development (CDD) and the Transition Monitoring Group (TMG). 

Yet, a recurring limitation emerges: the translation of legal victories into structural reforms. CDHR has won injunctions 

and filed credible suits, but Nigeria’s electoral institutions often ignore or delay implementation of court rulings. As one 

Abuja-based ICT policy expert noted, “It’s not that they don’t win. It’s that the system resists change. Even if INEC is 
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exposed, there’s little consequence” (KII-ICT-ABJ-05). This reflects a deeper structural malaise an entrenched culture of 

impunity which limits the impact of civil society litigation unless backed by political will and widespread public pressure. 

A youth mobilizer from Abuja added a more critical note: “People want more than legal English. They want mobilization. 

They want real observers at polling units. Not press releases on Twitter” (KII-NGO-ABJ-15). This critique points to a 

strategic gap in CDHR’s approach: its strong legal advocacy needs to be matched by grassroots electoral presence and 

voter protection efforts. In sum, CDHR’s role in electoral integrity is evident in its targeted legal actions, public 

denunciations, and calls for institutional accountability. These interventions have helped shape national discourse around 

electoral transparency.  

Theme 3 

Perceptions of the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) as an independent and non-partisan actor remain 

relatively strong, with 54.2% of survey respondents agreeing that the organization operates without political bias. This 

perception is crucial in a polity where civil society organizations are often accused of being extensions of opposition parties 

or serving elite interests. CDHR’s consistent record of challenging both ruling and opposition governments, across 

different administrations, reinforces its claim to non-partisan integrity. Its 2017 legal action against INEC for voter 

disenfranchisement during a PDP-led federal government, and a 2024 lawsuit against the same institution under an APC 

government for campaign finance opacity, demonstrate issue-driven consistency rather than regime-targeted activism. 

This perception of independence is also reinforced in qualitative interviews. An academic researcher on civil society said: 

“What distinguishes CDHR is that they go after institutions, not parties. That’s how they’ve survived different regimes 

without being shut down” (KII-EDU-ABJ-06). Similarly, a government youth policy officer in Lagos noted: “Even if they 

criticise government today, they do it with legal documents, not slogans. That makes them credible in elite circles” (KII-

GOV-LAG-01). These quotes underscore the organization’s ideological anchoring in constitutionalism rather than partisan 

interests. 

However, regional disparity in visibility and field activity undermines the perception of CDHR as a truly national civil 

society actor. The quantitative data reveal a consistent pattern of CDHR’s strongest recognition and operational footprint 

in the Southwest, particularly Lagos and Oyo. In contrast, many respondents from the North Central and Northwest zones 

were either unaware of the organization’s activities or regarded it as a Lagos-based pressure group. About 12.8% of 

respondents, primarily from northern states, questioned CDHR’s national presence. This skepticism is echoed in the 

interviews. A civil society actor from Kaduna remarked: “They call themselves national, but we only hear about them 

when something happens in Lagos. Where are they when people are arrested in Sokoto or Jos?” (KII-NGO-ABJ-08). 

Likewise, a Benue-based activist stated: “During our elections here, or when herders attacked last year, they were silent. 

That’s why people don’t trust that they are for all Nigerians” (KII-NGO-ABJ-10). 

This regional credibility gap is not just perceptual but operational. As documented in the electoral integrity dataset, states 

with no CDHR presence reported higher electoral violence and lower civic engagement. The absence of structured 

partnerships with northern-based civil society organizations also limits CDHR’s ability to shape narratives or influence 

policy in those areas. The literature highlights this as a common limitation among older civil society organizations. 

According to Agbaje (2002), “the legitimacy of CSOs in transitional democracies hinges on their national 

representativeness and ability to mediate across ethnic and regional divides”. CDHR’s historical base in the Southwest, 

while foundational to its identity, now risks becoming a liability in an era where regional inclusiveness defines 

organizational credibility. 

There is also an intergenerational trust dynamic. Among younger respondents, particularly those involved in post-

#EndSARS activism, CDHR is sometimes perceived as part of the “old guard” of human rights work legalistic, 

bureaucratic, and less responsive to the urgency of contemporary social movements. A digital literacy advocate noted: “I 

respect their work, but young people don’t feel them. They don’t do digital campaigns or mass mobilisation like newer 

platforms” (KII-NGO-ABJ-10). This feedback suggests that while institutional independence is a strength, public trust is 

increasingly tied to visibility, accessibility, and participatory engagement, particularly among digitally active youth. 
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Theme 4 

The role of the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) in confronting state overreach remains one of its 

most visible and historically consistent activities. From its early advocacy during military rule to recent interventions 

against executive excess, CDHR has carved a niche in challenging violations of due process, unlawful detentions, and 

security overreach by state actors. The organization’s responses between 2019 and 2024 illustrate this. Its 2020 

condemnation of the prolonged detention of journalists Kufre Carter and Emperor Ogbonna by the Department of State 

Services (DSS), and its legal challenge against Lagos authorities’ demolition of residential buildings in 2023, demonstrate 

its willingness to counteract abuses by both security and administrative actors. These actions validate the survey result 

where 61.3% of respondents agreed that CDHR has played a “strong” or “moderate” role in checking state power. 

Interview narratives reinforce this position. A legal officer in the private sector noted: “Most organizations are afraid to go 

after DSS or Police. CDHR is among the few that still issues public legal warnings when someone is detained unlawfully” 

(KII-PRV-LAG-09). A civil society youth mobilizer also stated: “Even if they don’t win the case in court, they create 

noise, issue communiqués, and that keeps the pressure up” (KII-NGO-ABJ-15). This demonstrates that CDHR combines 

litigation with advocacy pressure to contest state actions even where institutional compliance is weak. 

However, this form of rights defense has made the organization a target of surveillance and intimidation. In 2024, the 

CDHR office in Lagos was reportedly surrounded by police personnel ahead of a planned public forum titled 

#EndBadGovernance, sparking widespread concern among rights groups. The action, though not officially acknowledged, 

mirrored familiar patterns of pre-emptive crackdown by Nigerian security agencies on critical civic platforms. This event, 

covered by multiple independent media sources, underscores the adversarial environment in which the organization 

operates. Far from discrediting the group, this action appears to have enhanced its legitimacy among younger, more 

activist-minded citizens. According to a tech-focused civil society respondent: “When I saw the police barricade their 

event, I actually followed them on Twitter. It shows they are doing something that shakes power” (KII-ICT-LAG-12). 

These reactions suggest that state repression can inadvertently validate the credibility of civil society organizations, 

especially among a politically alert generation. The literature supports this. As Osaghae (2011) argues, “in post-

authoritarian contexts, civil society legitimacy is often cemented not by state cooperation but by the state’s visible 

antagonism to civic resistance.” CDHR’s history of confrontational, rights-based advocacy fits squarely within this 

dynamic. 

Nevertheless, critics argue that CDHR’s confrontational style may have limitations. One northern-based academic 

observed: “They are always in legal battle mode, but where are the constructive dialogues? In places like Zamfara or 

Taraba, people need engagement, not just litigation” (KII-EDU-ABJ-06). This suggests that while legal confrontations are 

essential, they must be complemented by alternative dispute resolution strategies, mediation, and policy engagement, 

particularly in contexts where judicial institutions are either weak or inaccessible. 

In summary, CDHR’s response to state overreach remains one of its strongest and most defining contributions to Nigeria’s 

civic space. It persistently challenges executive illegality and state violence through legal and advocacy routes.  

Conclusion, Limitations, Recommendations, Suggestions for Future Research 

The findings from this mixed-method study, drawing on survey responses from 380 participants and interviews with key 

informants, suggest that CDHR has made meaningful contributions to the protection of human rights and the promotion 

of the rule of law in Nigeria. Its legal interventions which  includes cases on unlawful detention, forced demolitions, and 

electoral transparency  have demonstrated strategic engagement with state institutions. However, gaps remain. The 

organization’s public visibility is uneven, especially outside the Southwest, and public understanding of its legal wins 

remains limited. These challenges, if unaddressed, risk undermining the long-term impact and legitimacy of its work. 

Strengthening outreach, expanding regional presence, and institutionalizing civic education would enhance both the reach 

and the resonance of CDHR’s efforts in Nigeria’s contested democratic space. 

To strengthen its public profile and improve the reach of its legal victories, CDHR needs to adopt a more structured and 

visible communication strategy. This means moving beyond episodic media appearances toward a consistent engagement 
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plan that informs the public of its ongoing cases, court rulings, and broader legal advocacy. Regular press briefings, visual 

storytelling through infographics, and short video explainers on social media platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, and 

Twitter (now X) can help demystify its work and attract younger audiences. Additionally, expanding to radio and 

vernacular-language media in rural areas will help bridge the information divide and ensure that awareness of CDHR’s 

work is not concentrated in urban or elite circles alone. 

Equally important is the need for deeper regional engagement across Nigeria’s geopolitical zones. The perception that 

CDHR is Lagos- or Southwest-centric weakens its national legitimacy and limits its potential as a pan-Nigerian civic actor. 

To correct this, CDHR should build formal partnerships with grassroots and regional civil society organizations in the 

North, East, and Middle Belt. These alliances can enable joint legal clinics, town hall forums, and public interest litigation 

in regions where rights abuses often go unchallenged. Embedding CDHR-trained legal officers or fellows in these areas 

would help localize its advocacy, improve early response to violations, and dispel notions of geographic bias. 

Civic education must also be treated as a long-term investment, not merely a supplementary activity. In a country where 

political literacy remains uneven and often exclusionary, CDHR’s legal advocacy must be accompanied by systematic 

efforts to build public understanding of rights, constitutional protections, and civic responsibilities. This can be pursued 

through curriculum integration in secondary schools, mobile legal aid caravans in underserved communities, and the 

creation of multi-lingual civic education toolkits for community leaders and radio programs. Such interventions should be 

sensitive to cultural and religious contexts, while remaining firmly rooted in democratic values. 

Another crucial area is the documentation and dissemination of CDHR’s legal interventions. Too often, victories in court 

go unnoticed or are remembered only within professional legal circles. CDHR should therefore prioritize the creation of a 

searchable legal database — detailing past and present cases, court decisions, legal arguments, and outcomes. These 

records can serve dual purposes: educating the public and providing a valuable repository for researchers, journalists, and 

policy advocates. Periodic publications, such as “CDHR Legal Watch” or annual case digests, would formalize this output 

and enhance public transparency. 

Finally, CDHR should consolidate its role in electoral integrity by taking a more coordinated approach to reform advocacy. 

Building on its past engagements with INEC and the judiciary, the organization should continue to demand stronger 

financial disclosure from political parties, equitable voter access, and better accountability mechanisms within electoral 

institutions. Rather than focusing solely on litigation, CDHR can complement this with high-level policy dialogues, 

election monitoring partnerships, and civic sensitization before elections. These steps would help ensure that its legal 

interventions contribute meaningfully to long-term electoral reforms rather than isolated courtroom victories. Areas of 

further research includes a comparative study of CSO’s operating in the field. 
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