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Abstract 

Modern democracy is built on the existence of mediatory institutions through which differences 
in preferences and opinions are harmonized. At the informal realm, political parties, serving not 
only as lubricant of democracy but also as a major conduit in the democratization process 
represents one of such vital institutions. Indeed, the relationship between political parties and 
democracy is both symbiotic and axiomatic. However, such relationship can, only, be sustained 
to the enrichment of the political system where the parties optimally perform, their expected 
roles. Herein is the Nigerian malady where patties, in recent times, have fallen short of 
expectations. This paper reflects on the nature and role of political parties in Nigeria’s 
democracy. It argues that while parties are sine qua non to the institution and sustenance of 
democracy, Nigerian political parties are yet to wake up to this realization thereby accentuating 
stress and strain on the system. Unless there are cogent constitutional and institutional reforms 
accompanied by a deliberate attempt at reorientation and attitudinal change by actors, political 
parties may, remain a cog in the wheel of the current democratization process. 
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Introduction 

Political party is one of the geniuses of intermediary groups in a political system. Others include 

interest groups and pressure groups. Indeed, avalanche of literature on political party have 

indicated that democracy based on the liberal majoritarian model is practically impossible 

without the institution of political party (Robertson 1976: Katz, 1980; Lipset 1996; Adele 

2001:35; Saliu and Muhammad, 2006). Thus, the relationship ‘between viable political party and 

democratic governance is no doubt axiomatic. This relationship is underscored by Anifowose 

(2004:59), when he asserted that ‘as a matter of fact, the condition of the parties, in a political 

system, is the best possible evidence of the nature of many democratic regime. To a large extent, 

this view corroborates Hague and Harrop’s (1987: 141 - 142) contention that party competition is 

the hallmark of liberal democracy because it is the device which makes governments responsive 

to the electorates by providing voters with some choice, while simultaneously restricting that 
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choice to a few broad alternatives. In other words, viable political parties contribute to 

democratic growth much as unviable ones give rise to democratic dysfunction. In 

conceptualizing political party, scholars have also come up with myriad of definitions which tend 

more to strengthen the nature and role of political parties in a democracy (and which also reflects 

the major aims of political parties) especially in terms of electioneering process and the capture 

and control of governmental powers. It is in this context that that Ball (1988: 73) has noted that 

political parties may be principally be defined by their common aim of seeking political power 

either singly or in co-operation with other political parties. Note worthy is that contemporary 

conception have followed suit in this regard (see, Janda, 1980; Janda. 1993; Yaqub 2002:122; 

Onuoha 2003:137). While the above conceptions stresses-the major goals of political parties, it 

also emphasizes the likelihood of a coalition of parties in other to achieve their aims especially in 

cases where electoral victory is not based on ‘first past the post’ system or where a single party 

could not win the minimum electoral seats necessary for it to constitute a government (Saliu and 

Muhammad, 2008: 156). Equally important is the fact that although this pathological orientation 

in understanding the nature of political parties helps to draw a significant line of demarcation 

between it and other groups in the political system, we must not completely jettison Edmund 

Burke’s ideological content while conceiving of party as a body of men united for promoting by 

their joint endeavours, the national interests upon some particular principle in which they are all 

united’ (quoted from. Ball 1988: 73 - 74). Indeed, if ideology is conceived in terms of ‘a fairly 

coherent and comprehensive set of ideas’ which among other things, ‘provides a program for 

social and political action’ (Ball and Dagger, 1995: 9), then, the ideological content of parties 

cannot be absolutely ignored. Moreover, it is what provides the basis for the distinction between 

liberal and socialist parties. 

However, beyond fielding candidates for elections and controlling governmental 

apparatuses, political parties also perform other functions which albeit, on the one hand do not 

fall within the precinct of their major aims but ‘which are significantly by-products’ (Ball 1988: 

74), but on the other hand, makes them sine qua non for democratic development. These include; 

the task of political recruitment and training, education, socialization, breeding consensus, 

providing alternative world views and political communication among others (see Muhammad, 

2007; Okoosi Simbine 2004:85-86; Yaqub 2002:112, Aina 2002:10-12, Onouha 2003:137; Ball. 

1988: 75 - 79). It is the extent to which parties are able to discharge these functions that 



determine the extent of democratic growth in any political system. But while the various roles 

performed by political parties in the political system are expected to strengthen the democratic 

processes, this demand also implies that political parties must be able to achieve a high level 

internal coherence, party discipline and above all, party actors must be democratic. What this 

translates to is that the extent to which individuals within the party and the party organization 

itself assimilate democratic tenets, to a large extent affects the extent to which they are able to 

discharge the above roles as well as the quality of democratic growth the political system would 

attain. In other words, having democrats is precondition for democracy to take root. Against this 

background, how have political parties fare in Nigeria’s emerging democracy? What constitutes 

the character of political parties in this young but large democracy and what are the fundamental 

basis of explanations for the observe trend? Exploring these issues constitute the principal focus 

of this paper which is structured into five sections beginning with this introduction. The next 

section places in historical context, political parties and democratization in Nigeria while the 

third part examines the context of current democratic practice and maps out the character of 

current political parties in Nigeria. The fourth attempts some explanations for the state of affairs 

while the fifth section concludes. 

Overview of Political Parties and Democratization in Nigeria 

It is apposite to state from the outset that democratization in Nigeria has taken place at two 

important phases in history. While the first essentially have been concluded, though with 

apparent flaws that have continued to plague the second and new phase, the second phase have 

largely remained ongoing marked by attempts at tackling new and emerging impulses that gave it 

its seesaw character. In specific terms, the first attempt at democratizing in Nigeria dated back to 

the period of anti colonial struggles for self government. With the attainment of flag 

independence in 1960, this phase seem to have come an end but laying the foundation for a 

second attempt at democratization. Much of the significant land marks at this period have been 

documented by scholars and need not be repeated here (see, Coleman, 1971). What needs to be 

noted, however, is that as noted earlier, the inherent flaws in the political arrangement 

bequeathed to the country by its erstwhile colonial overlord, remain a major factor that truncated 

the first republic barely six years into its operation. To this we shall return later. Of equal 

significance for our discussion here is that, before the coming of Europeans, the whole idea of 

political party was an alien phenomenon. However, nationalist pressures during colonial era 



quickened the pace of constitutional development, which in turn stimulated the development of 

political parties (Sklar quoted in Adele 2001:42). Thus, with the promulgation of the Clifford 

Constitution of 1922, the stage was set for the emergence of political parties, along the European 

tradition, in the country. By same 1922, the first political party in Nigeria emerged led by 

Harubert Macaulay, (the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP) followed by the 

emergence of the Lagos Youth Movement (LYM), which later became Nigerian Youth 

Movement (NYM). Increased nationalist agitations and consequent expansion of the political 

space led to the emergence of more parties especially, the transformation of socio-cultural 

organizations into political movements. This included the Action Group (AG) which was formed 

in 1951 from Egbe Omo Oduduwa; Northern Peoples’ Congress (NPC) which emerged from 

Jamayar Mutenen Arewa, and the National Council of Nigerian and Northern Cameroon 

(NCNC).  

After the collapse of NNDP in the late 1940s, the AG, NCNC and NPC remained the 

three dominant parties in the country. Although there were some other parties in existence such 

as the United Middle Belt Congress (UMBC) and the Northern Elements Progress Union 

(NEPU), they were not as strong in electoral support as the earlier three mentioned (Muhammad, 

2007). But all remained principal actors in the political process up to the time of termination of 

the first republic. In terms of their organizational character and performance, it should be noted 

that the parties, especially prelude to independence, can be described as nationalist parties 

performing the task of mobilization, political education and integration among others, all of 

which are essential for the attainment of democratic ideals. This was in spite of the socio cultural 

antecedent of many among them. A plausible explanation that has been offered for this state of 

affairs is that anti colonial struggles were a mobilization exercise per excellence because the 

colonial machinery were seen to be the “out-group” as against the “in-group”. For this reason, a 

high degree of mobilization of the citizens by political parties to end formal colonial rule was 

easy to achieve (Yaqub, 2003: 122). A major inference from the activities of parties at this period 

is that, they tend, in their little way, to fulfill the expectations of parties in a democratic society. 

Unfortunately, this position changed with the certainty and approach of independence. 

The approach of independence brought with it several challenges for political parties in 

Nigeria. The euphoria and strong commitment of fighting a common enemy changed as each 

party ultimately became fellow competitors in the struggle for control of the centre. This also led 



to changes in the modus operandi of each party resulting in their degeneration into ethnic 

jingoists and its attendant implications for future democratization. Each party began to draw 

support heavily from its ethnic origin as the struggle to succeed the departing colonial overlords 

thicken. Consequently, as noted elsewhere, 

At independence and up to the collapse of the First Republic, there was 
no real national party just as the task of national integration was 
jeopardized by the prevalence of ethnic chauvinism, bigotry and extreme 
intolerance emanating from activities of the political parties. Even the 
NCNC which hitherto tended a little towards been a national party 
receded while the popularity of its leader, Dr. Nnamdi Azizkiwe. among 
the people also wane from ‘Zik of Africa’ to ‘Zik of Ibo land’ 
(Muhammad, 2007: 216). 
 

Thus by the end of the First Republic and due to changes in the operating environment of 

political parties defined by the certainty of independence, political parties in Nigeria became 

enmeshed in ‘what can be described as politics of ethnic mobilization. The impact of this on the 

character and nature of the parties is twofold. First, inter party relations became characterized by 

intense struggle for who controls the centre and second, the development of intraparty squabbles, 

bordering on struggle for relevance and exertion of overbearing influence on party machinery 

among party members, especially within the AG and the NCNC. For instance, while Dr. Nnamdi 

Azikiwe was battling to assert his authority in the NCNC in the face of challenges from 

lieutenants such as Professor Eta lya and Kingsley Mbadiwe, Chief Awolowo was in a fierce 

battle with the likes of Chief Ladoke Akintola (Tyoden, 2002). Much of these anti democratic 

tendencies contributed in no small way to the eventual truncation of the Nigerian First Republic 

leading to the first phase of military interregnum that lasted till October 1979 when anew civilian 

regime was enthroned. 

The swearing in of an elected civilian president in 1979 marked the beginning of the 

Second Nigerian Republic and climaxed the whole process of party formation and constitutional 

engineering which began since 1977. If there is anything Nigerians are agreed about, it is 

avoiding the mistakes as well as loopholes that characterized party activities in the previous 

Republic. Thus, many Nigerians gladly welcomed the elaborate measures put in place by the 

then General Obasanjo military regime to reengineer the political landscape, (see Oyediran, 

1981; Ojiako, 1981. Muhammad. 2002). The expectation was that, this would not only ensure 

smooth democratization but will as well lay the foundation for sustainable democracy in the 



country. As later discovered, this ended up as a tall order. This was because, the undying vestiges 

of the First Republics viz, intra and inter party squabbles; political vagrancy, politics of ethnic 

mobilization; political banditry and winner takes all attitude among others also characterized 

party activities in the Second Republic much of which, have been documented in other literature 

(see, Joseph, 1991; Osaghae. 1998: Ujo. 2000; Tyoden, 2002; Akinwunmi, 2004; Okoosi-

Simbine, 2005; Muhammad, 2007). In effect, experience with party activities during the Second 

Republic never showed any significant benefits from the lessons of history just as the republic 

went the way of earlier one when the military put an end to it by December 1983. From this 

point, Nigeria entered a second and perhaps, most traumatic phase, of military rule. 

The second phase of military rule in Nigeria spanned a period of 16 years between 1983 

to 1999 and was characterized by an ‘endless’ transition to civil rule program, several military 

coups and counter coups as well as a moribund Third Republic which featured only the two 

government imposed political parties. It must be admitted that the experiences of previous 

republics greatly influenced the circumstances of emergence of political parties in this new 

Republic. It all started with the assumption of power by Generals Buhari and Idiagbon who 

masterminded the overthrow of the Shagari administration. Although the new military regime 

introduced a number of measures to correct existing anomalies in the polity, its failure to 

enunciate any programme of political transition to democratic rule coupled with perceived 

highhandedness of the regime led to its overthrow by General Babangida in August 1985. Thus, 

the Babangida military regime (1985-1993) emerged against the background of growing public 

disenchantment with the Buhari/Idiagbon regime. This was because; the latter regime was 

already suffering from legitimacy crises contrary to the enthusiasms that greeted its emergence in 

1983. Indeed there were growing local and international criticisms against some of its policies 

and programmes (e.g. Decree no. 4 of 1984 protection against false accusations decree which 

essentially curtails press freedom and the state security-detention of persons-decree of 1984 

among others). It is only natural, therefore, that the citizens would be more interested in a new 

political order that wou1d guaranty freedom, equity and social justice for all. This was the 

context in which the Babangida administration emerged and which informed the initial 

enthusiasm of the citizens towards the administration.  

In line with this mood, General Babangida, in his Independence Day celebration 

broadcast of 1985 announced the policy priority of his administration to, ‘begin a vigorous 



search for a new political order capable of ensuring sustained economic growth and social 

development’. He noted further that ‘with this in mind’, the administration ‘shall in the course of 

1986, announce a political transition programme for the country’ (quoted in Eleazu, 1988: xv). In 

order to show commitment to his words, General Babangida in January 1986 inaugurated a 

seventeen-member Political Bureau headed by Dr. Samuel Cookey, with the responsibility of 

developing a programme for the transition to civil rule. The report of the Bureau later formed the 

basis for the regimes transition to civil rule programme. It needs to be stated that the Babangida 

transition programme was a phased transition which began with the lifting of ban on political 

activities and the conduct of election into local government councils on zero party basis in 1989. 

By 1991, it went national with the commencement of a process of registering political parties for 

subsequent elections. Of all thirty political associations that surfaced, only 13 of them eventually 

applied for registration as parties. The reason for this as Aina (2004:89) rightly observed is not 

unconnected with the stringent guidelines issued by the then NEC. They include: that any 

association to be so registered as political party must have effective and functional offices in at 

least two-third states of the federation including the federal capital; that its leadership must cut 

across different ethno-geographical divides. Thus, at the end of the screening exercise, the 

thirteen parties that scaled the hurdle were the All Nigerian Peoples Party (ANPP). The Ideal 

Peoples Party (IPP). The Nigerian National Congress (NNC), Nigerian Peoples Welfare Party 

(NPWP), The National Union Party (NUP), Peoples Front of Nigeria (PFN), Patriotic Nigerians 

Party (PNP), Peoples Solidarity Party (PSP), Republican Party of Nigeria (RPN), United 

National Democratic Party (UNDP), Peoples Patriotic Party (PPP), the Liberal Convention (LC) 

and the Nigerian Labour Party (NLP). However, the military regime of General Ibrahim 

Babangida rejected all for failing to meet required standards. According to President Babangida, 

none of the political associations could he registered because: 

One is reincarnation of a make-shift alliance during the 
Second Republic containing people who betrayed the parties 
that elected them into office. The reincarnation reflected 
political opportunism, old lines of cleavage and primordial 
loyalties. Another is almost a pure-bred reemergence of a 
Second Republic party, with same ideas and loyalties as the 
political association mentioned earlier. A third political 
association is a proxy organization founded and funded by 
influential people who are disqualified from political 
activities during the transition period. A fourth party 



appeared to be an association of wealthy individuals who use 
their money to determine who joins them and who does not; 
and who gets what, when, how and how much (Quoted in, 
Yaqub, 2002: 126). 
 

Thus, reaffirming his administration’s commitment to ‘creating a new socio-political order for, 

the Third Republic’ the Babangida administration sought to ‘ensure that such political parties, as 

will be registered, are not mere offshoots of those of the First and Second Republics’. Equally, 

while it had no intention of succeeding itself, the government vowed not to ‘hand the Third 

Republic to “money bags” either’ (Quoted in, Yaqub, 2002: 126).The government thereafter 

created the SDP and NRC with ideological inclination of a little to the right and a little to the left. 

In addition, the two parties had their manifestoes and constitutions prepared by the government 

which also appointed interim officers to run their affairs. But unlike the First and Second 

Republic parties, the SDP and NRC, to a large extent, appear to live above the troubled waters of 

ethnic and sectional chauvinism and had the prospect of emerging as national parties. This is 

justified by the trend and outcome of electoral support which showed the parties as having a 

somewhat national outlook (Akinterinwa. 1997). For instance, despite the fact that the SDP 

presidential candidate and running mate came from the Yoruba speaking west and Hausa Fulani 

group of the north respectively, in addition to both being Muslims, the party still won majority 

votes in Christian dominated Ibo region of the south such as Anambra, Cross River, Akwa Ibom, 

Delta and Edo states. This is in spite of the fact that the counterpart NRC had a Christian and Ibo 

from the east as its running mate. Conversely, the SDP lost to the NRC in some core Muslim 

dominated areas such as Bauchi, Katsina, Kebbi, Niger and Sokoto states. However, this 

prospect never materialized as the Republic was truncated by its architect, General Ibrahim 

Babangida, following his annulment of the June 12. 1993 presidential election and his 

consequent ‘stepping aside after handing power over to an Interim National Government (ING), 

headed by Chief Earnest Shonekan. The resignation of Shonekan saw the emergence of General 

Sanni Abacha as Head of state and Commander in Chief, who also made an attempt at instituting 

multi party democracy in the country. What is, however, significant for our analysis here is that, 

although the Third Republic was not ripe enough to reveal its inner linings before it was 

terminated yet, there was nothing to suggest that political parties of this period would not have 

gone the way of earlier ones considering the manner at which ethno-religious sentiments 

beclouded people’s perceptions and reactions to the annulment of the June 12, 1993 presidential 



election and subsequent political developments (Muhammad, 2007: 220 - 221). Even in the run-

up primaries to the election, there were insinuations from some religious groups similar to the 

trends in previous Republics. For instance, the role of Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) in 

the whole electioneering process was unprecedented at various levels with priests and Christian 

Students’ organizations doing extensive work for Chief Abiola as volunteer campaigners in 

addition to the list sent by CAN comprising ten Christians from the north among whom they 

expected Chief Abiola to pick his running mate from (Akinyele 2002:29: Birai 1996:32). 

Similarly, in terms of intra party relations, it could be gleaned from various occurrences, that 

parties of the third Republic were not completely immune as they produced outbursts similar but 

not as convulsive and pervasive as those of the previous Republics (Muhammad, 2008; Tyoden. 

2002). 

The emergence of General Abacha after the purported resignation of Shonekan marked a 

new face in Nigeria’s attempt at multi party democracy. Party formation and activities did not 

only assume ‘a deeper level of skepticism but also witnessed an intense political maneuvering 

tailored towards achieving Abacha’s transmutation to a civilian President (Ama, 2004; 

Akinwunmi, 2004; O1urode, 2004). The significant point of his administration in terms of party 

formation is that of the fifteen political associations that applied to registered as parties, only 

five: Congress for National Consensus (CNC), United Nigeria Congress Party (UNCP), 

Grassroots Democratic Movement (GDM), Democratic Party of Nigeria (DPN), and the National 

Centre Party of Nigeria (NCPN) - were registered based on some criteria established by the then 

National Electoral Commission (NEC). Save that these parties were tailored to achieving the 

self-succession bid of General Abacha of which had already adopted him as their consensus 

candidate-nothing much could be gleaned about their behaviour and character for further 

analysis. The sudden death of Abacha in June 1998 put an end the life of these parties and 

indeed, the entire attempt at democratization as the new helmsman, General Abdulsalami 

Abubakar opted to start on a new slate in the attempt at democratization. Ultimately, this effort 

marked the final journey towards the Fourth Republic before the present republic. 

Parties and Nigeria’s New Found Democracy 

The swearing-in of an elected civilian president through a competitive electoral process signaled 

the formal enthronement of democracy in Nigeria. Prior to this time, the country was nothing 

short of a garrison Republic characterized, as it were, by personal rule and flagrant disrespect for 



fundamental human rights of the citizens. Ibrahim (1992: 2) was apt when he observed that most 

authoritarian regimes are not just characterized by stagnation and social decay but are also 

characterized by the use of brute force and violence organized by the state. It is therefore not 

surprising, that when the opportunity came for democratizing, Nigerians were full of hopes and 

commitment to ensure it works. Given the atmosphere of Nigerians resilience and determination 

to enthrone democracy coupled with a host of international pressures for democratization, the 

military government of Abdulsalami had to institute what has remained the shortest transition to 

civil rule programme in the annals of Nigeria’s history. This began with the establishment of an 

Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) and the call for formation of political 

associations.  

Out of the about 30 associations that signified interest, only nine were short listed for 

provisional registration. Indeed, the final registration of parties was designed to take place 

through a phased process of self-extermination. This was as made possible with the provision in 

the electoral guideline which says for any association to qualify for permanent registration, such 

must win not less than 5 percent (initially 11 percent) of total votes in at least 24 of the 36 states 

of the federation. The December 1998 local government election provided opportunity for the 

litmus test after which only the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) and the All Peoples Party (APP) 

got past the benchmark. However, the eventual registration of the Alliance for Democracy (AD) 

was only to satisfy some politically exigent factors. First, it was a way of assuaging the south 

westerners who were still aggrieved by the June 12, 1993 election imbroglio; Secondly and most 

importantly, because of provisions of the electoral laws that the third best party would also be 

registered in the event of only two parties meeting the requirements. Based on this modified 

criteria, therefore, only the trio AD, APP and PDP were registered to contest the 1999 general 

elections. After the elections however, in response to growing agitations for more parties 

occasioned by the fragility of existing ones, growing intra party squabbles and fictionalization 

among others, more parties began to emerge on the political terrain. This was further accentuated 

by the favorable court judgment of 2002 which prevented the INEC from limiting the number, of 

political parties in the country. Thus, from the initial three parties in 1999, Nigeria can 

conveniently boast of over fifty political parties currently. Frankly speaking, while this 

represents a good omen for the democratization process at least and also, symbolizes expansion 

of the democratic space a mind bugling question is to what extent has, this development help in 



deepening the democratic process? Without much ado, we hasten to say that-political parties in 

Nigeria’s current democracy have not lived to expectations. This is because they have remained 

essentially more or less mere election machines. This assertion can be justified on the ground 

that, majority of these parties becomes active only at moments of election and goes into oblivion 

just immediately after the elections. This position is further strengthened by the country report on 

Nigeria following a survey conducted by the International IDEA (2006:8), wherein it was noted 

that all the parties surveyed do agree that their members are active only during elections. The 

import of this is that once elections are over, only very few things link the party with its 

members thus, the expected roles of political communication, education, interest articulation and 

aggregation among others that strengthened the democratic fabric wanes out. To further 

compound the problem is the inability of most of these political parties to field candidates to 

some particularly important posts but on the contrary, prefer to align or support the candidate(s) 

of another party. For instance, of the over fifty political parties in existence before the 2007 

elections, only less than half fielded candidates in the presidential elections. The same account 

runs through the states in the gubernatorial and House of Assembly elections. The point then is 

that, some of these parties may be floated by some politicians either to “remain in circulation” or 

to enable them take part in the sharing of whatever perquisites are accruable to political 

organizations in the country. In this context, such parties should not be expected or trusted with 

the performance of those essential functions necessary for the deepening and sustenance of 

democracy. Yet, they need not be denied their existence, if in the least, for their nuisance value. 

We may also make a case about the extent to which each party has internalized 

democratic norms. The point is that, the existence of democrats is a precondition for democracy 

to exist. In other words, for the existence of democracy at the macro level of the state, the parties 

at their micro level must be seen to be democratic. This is not wholly true of Nigeria’s current 

political parties because virtually all are lacking in internal democracy. Evidences of this include 

the imposition of candidates even to the chagrin of other members of the party and the 

electorates. The implication of this is that these parties are operating with a mindset different 

from that of the electorates who are expected to vote and even party members with the 

consequence that the parties become factionalized and enmeshed in intra party disputes 

(Muhammad, 2008). This tendency has been a major factor in the political vagrancy exhibited by 

members of political parties. The emergence of the Action Congress (AC) and the Movement for 



the Defense of Democracy (MDD) among others can be understood in this context. It is also 

important to state that operating with an undemocratic mind set reasonably accounts for the ‘do 

or die’ syndrome that have characterized electoral politics in recent times. Like every good liar 

who needs another lie to sustain an existing one, Nigerian parties and politicians indulge in 

perpetuating undemocratic tendencies in other to sustain their previous action(s). The recent up-

turning of some governorship elections and order of re-run of some others by the election 

petition tribunals is a pointer to the nature of the unwholesome practices that have hitherto been 

swept under the carpet. 

Deriving from the points above, it may be argued that Nigerian political parties are not 

inclined towards democracy in the true sense. On the one hand, we may contend that, save for 

the fact that one party is in power and others are not, there is a completely blurred distinction 

between opposition parties and ruling parties. Indeed, the history of modern democratic practice 

could be said to be the history of party in government and party in opposition as both represents 

different sides of the same coin in the process of deepening and sustaining democracy. This is 

because, while the ruling party is expected to ensure good governance and prompt delivery of 

public policies, the opposition party serves as its watchdog in addition to providing alternative 

worldviews about policies and programmes. Ideally, constructive criticisms of the ruling party by 

the opposition could form the basis of its victory in future elections. In other words, the essence 

of opposition is neither to spite the government nor engage in dogmatic criticism but to embark 

on the use of strategies that would make the citizens see reason with its position as providing 

alternative worldviews that would strengthen the democratic fabric. Such strategies include 

organizing rallies, seminars and symposia as well as formal opposition in parliament. To say the 

least, none of Nigeria’s political parties appear to be a credible alternative to the other both in 

terms of programmes and policies and providing effective opposition. Rather than articulate 

convincing cogent policies and programmes, political parties in government and the expected 

opposition often embark on propaganda and appeal to sentiments to garner the support of the 

masses.  

Although the formation of the Conference of Nigerian Political Parties (CNPP) by all the 

parties that lost out in the 2003 general elections could be described as an attempt to create a 

’defined’ and formidable opposition party, unfolding events later showed that opposition 

campaign did not go beyond the pedestrian complaints of the man on the street. In other words, 



the main issues remain skepticism about the performance of some aspects of government’s 

programmes and not necessarily an articulate review of such policies and provision of alternative 

strategies to achieve policy goals with minimal negative effect. For instance, while the 

introduction of the controversial petroleum tax and increase in pump prices of petroleum 

products is known generally to all as having negative impact on the citizens contrary to 

governments position as providing impetus for reviving the country’s ailing economy, opposition 

parties simply aligned with this popular view without providing or articulating an alternative root 

achieving a balance between citizens’ interest and governments desire. By this, opposition 

parties become mere critique agents and not a solution providing agency Thus, beyond the mere 

rallies that were staged along with some other segments of the civil society, no other serious 

attempt ever came from the CNPP other than sporadic reactions by its leader (Alhaji Balarabe 

Musa who was also the leader of the Peoples’ Redemption Party) to some government policies. 

Even in parliament, the opposition has never been able to pose any serious challenge to the 

ruling party especially within the context of providing concrete alternative measures. Rather, 

opposition parties in the legislature seem to have formally confined themselves to the 

nomenclature of been minority leaders and minority hips and the attendant perquisites of the 

offices. Indeed, even in the face of attempts by the ruling party or members of the Parliament to 

perpetuate some unwholesome acts, opposition to such moves are usually spearheaded by some 

“radical” or “progressive” element in the ruling party. Cases in point include, leadership tussle 

over allegations of corruption against the leadership of both Houses of the National Assembly at 

various times; the constitutional amendment/third term imbroglio of 2006 and budget 

controversies among others. Indeed, it is even puzzling to realized that a sitting governor of 

Borno state, Mala Kachala under the All Nigeria Peoples Party (ANPP) -the foremost opposition 

party was favourably disposed to the Third Term agenda being canvassed by the ruling PDP, this 

decline of constructive oppositional politics in Nigeria and seeming disorganization of the 

opposition was aptly captured in historical context by Babatope (2006: B3), who noted that: 

In the days of Awolowo, the UPN was highly organized to the point 
that we were sending emissaries abroad to represent our party. 
When Zimbabwe became independent… when there was a coup in 
Ghana and Rawlings announced his coming back to power… when 
Sergeant Doe seized power in Liberia, we were there as official 
representatives of UPN, being the major opposition party in 
Nigeria. But what we are having now these days in Nigeria makes 



us sad. We are having opposition who are paper tigers. Remove 
them from what they are saying on the pages of newspapers, they 
represent nothing. 
 

Perhaps we say that the new wave of opposition politics in Nigeria’s current democratic 

experience has degenerated into media wars and personality clashes with one trying to out-speak 

the other. In this context, political parties become distanced from their expected roles in a 

democracy. On the contrary, they begin to operate at variance with democracy. In other words, 

political parties in current emerging democracy are not actually performing the roles and 

functions expected of them. Just as we may conceive of democracies without parties as did by 

Anckar and Anckar (2000), in the case of some small Island independent states – Belau (Palau), 

the Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, and Tuvalu – so we may 

also assume the existence of parties without democracy. Nigeria’s current multiparty case seems 

akin to this description. How then do we account for this state of affairs? 

Understanding the Behaviour and Character of Nigeria’s Political Party 

It is important to state that, the character and behavioural tendencies of political parties in 

Nigeria owes much to their circumstance of origin and operating environment. For instance prior 

to independence, political parties emerged within the context of nationalist struggles for 

independence. The common desire to put an end to colonial rule and achieve self government, 

therefore, reduced the preponderant tendency of any segmental cleavage. Moreover, they were 

all opposed to a common enemy. The certainty and approach of independence however brought 

about changes in the operating context of the parties. Since new set of leaders were to emerge 

from among Nigerians, party activities assumed a new dimension which have continued to 

manifest in different forms till date. These include frequent discords between and among parties, 

recriminations, flagrant breach of party rules, vagrancy and more recently, declining rate of 

internal democracy among parties and absolute disappearance of effective opposition parties 

among others. Scholars have tried to rationalize these tendencies by alluding to the ideological 

emptiness of the parties as a major factor that informs their character and behaviour (Okoosi-

Simbine 2005; Muhammad, 2008).  

It is a truism that right from inception Nigerian political parties ideologically impotent. 

Their actions and those of party faithful, therefore, will more often than not be informed by 

perceived gain or interest at any particular time. Similarly, Coleman, J.S (1971:81-82) argued 



that none institutionalization of these parties which derives from the prolonged military 

experience, characterized, as it were, by absence of party politics makes parties exhibit anti 

democratic tendencies. The argument is that, the frequent interruption of democratic 

governments or democratization attempts by military fiat caused some disjunction in the life of 

the parties. Thus, save for parties of the second republic some of which have their pedigree in 

parties of the first republic, all contemporary political parties in Nigeria seem to have no root in 

the past. But while institutionalization is necessary and important for parties to function as 

democracy vanguard, this, itself, is affected by a host of other factors that include the frequency 

of regime turn-out, the extent and frequency of fractionalization within the party and its ability to 

avoid the tendency for such to lead to disintegration of the party. Beyond the above arguments, 

however, we may also look at the operating environment of the parties’ vis-à-vis the character of 

the state in order to understand the character of contemporary political parties in Nigeria. On the 

one hand, Nigeria right from inception emerged as a rentier state characterized by the 

centralization of production and distribution of national wealth.  

Thus, the state is perceived as an instrument of accumulation, a situation which in turn 

determines the patterns of political relations especially, among the elites in power. In other 

words, the place of the state as centre of accumulation and distribution of patronage makes the 

capture and control of political power central to economic affluence for the individual leading to 

a pathological conception of politics. Given, this scenario, economic interests of political actors 

become a major consideration both as party government or party in opposition much as the 

development of any ideological worldview about politics finds no relevance in their mindset. It 

also accounts, to a large extent, for the use of various anti democratic strategies, including the 

recourse to sectional sentiments at moments of political competition. Above all, the drive to 

capture power by all means possible do erode the performance of other functions necessary for 

democratic growth as well serve as conduit for series of political vagrancies that currently 

characterized the nation state political terrain. Aina (2002:19), thus seem right when he observed 

that Nigerian politicians behave like political bats, changing affiliation in response to perceived 

fortunes or electoral advantage. On the other hand, the Nigerian state is built on a federal 

structure that gives voice and some level of autonomy to the component units in matters that 

concerns them, a feeling which is already imbued in most Nigerians. On the contrary, the pattern 

of party formation and structure in Nigeria has often followed a unitary structure with the 



National Headquarters of parties controlling and giving direction to the states. This in a nut shell 

represents a dialectics. Therefore, a situation where the National Headquarters of political parties 

takes decision for parties in the states especially where such is not in tandem with preferences of 

party faithful at this level not only results in intra party feud but also becomes recipe to all forms 

of anti party and anti democratic behaviours 

Another dimension to the pervasive influence of the environmental context on party 

behaviours lies in the structural character of the Nigerian state. Nigeria no doubt is a culturally 

variegated society characterized by struggle for ascendancy and exertion of overbearing 

influence by one group over the other. The transference of this contest into the arena of 

democratic politics, therefore, further compounds the problems of the political parties. Given the 

fact that the ability of a party to effectively perform its role, especially, in a multi cultural setting 

such as Nigeria, is usually, circumscribed by the socio-economic structure of the society. It, 

therefore, follows that since parties are institutions competing for spheres of influence in the 

socio-economic and political configuration of the society, there is every tendency that their 

activities cannot be divorced from the prevalent socio-political sentiments of the society 

(Suleiman and Muhammad 2006). Although parties in Nigeria’s democracy may not be so 

deeply rooted in a particular ethnic or religious clime, but the continuous use overtly or covertly, 

of ethnic and religious sentiments in the process of electioneering reinforces social divisions 

among the populace, which in turn weakens party structure and organization. Needless to stress 

that, a weak party in terms of internal structure cannot function optimally in deepening the 

democratic process. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, attempt has been made to espouse the role of parties in a democracy. It has been 

revealed that beyond fulfilling their major aim of contesting election and capturing governmental 

powers, political parties either as party in government or party in opposition performs other 

functions which makes them paramount agent in sustenance of democracy such as, interest 

articulation and aggregation, political recruitment, communication, socialization and education, 

among others. Indeed, these constitute the known universal role of parties in a democracy. 

Parties in Nigeria’s emerging democracy founded on the liberal multi party model cannot be 

exempted in this regard. However, we have amply demonstrated that over the years, political 

parties in Nigeria have neglected these all important functions highlighted above which are 



necessary for deepening the democratic process. On the contrary, they have become mere 

election machines, failed to internalized democratic norms, sterile in playing opposition politics 

and above all, working at variance with democracy. Thus, in spite of the growing number of 

political parties in the country, none seem to be a credible alternative to the other. Reasons for 

this could be hinged, among others, on the context and character of political contestations in the 

country. Against this background and for effective deepening of Nigeria’s democracy through 

the party system, deliberate attitudinal reorientation on the part of actors is essential. This must 

also be accompanied by political will for change. But this endeavour must necessarily 

incorporate synergetic efforts by the state and civil society groups to effectively work out. Also, 

democracy must not be seen as an abstract entity that only operates at the level of the state alone. 

Rather, it is to be seen as an all encompassing process whose norm must first be established at 

the micro level (intra party level) before being expected to take root at the level of societal 

politics.  

In this context, Nzogola-Ntalaja’s (1997:2001) three basic ideas that underline 

democracy as a universal form of rule are quite relevant as a starting point. That is, democracy as 

a moral imperative, as a process and as a political practice. In other words, democrats must first 

be made for democracy to take root. Equally, it needs to be noted for the effective strengthening 

or reforming of electoral laws and other regulatory frameworks can only make/mark if there is 

the willingness by actors to abide by the rule of the game.  
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