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Abstract 

Political parties are the major hob of democracy. There can be no meaningful democracy 
without a goal functioning political party system. The more vigorous and healthy they are, the 
better the health of democratic process. To this end, vibrant, purpose-driven and well-
structured party system is highly essential to both the growth and consolidation of democratic 
ideas and culture in all political systems. Unfortunately, rather than acting as a catalysts to the 
growth and consolidation of democracy, the Nigerian political parties have constituted more 
problems to the consolidation of democracy. It is against this backdrop that this paper argues 
that the manner the political parties are formed these days can be said to be responsible for the 
various problems that are plaguing the country. This is due to their nonchalant attitudes 
towards sensitive and important national issues. The paper therefore recommends among 
others a deliberate and conscious efforts which must begin with the mental and attitudinal re-
orientation of Nigerians via civic or voter education. 
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 Every society selects individuals to be leaders of government and gives these leaders the 
power to settle conflict and to distribute rewards within the society. Every human society is faced with 
the problems of deciding how to select its rulers and transfer ruling power form one group to another. 
A society’s method of choosing governmental leaders has crucial implications. The extent to which a 
society enjoys political stability, peace and justice is related to its methods adopted in leadership 
selection and successions. A democratic society offers regular opportunities to vote new individuals to 
ruling positions. This can only be done through a well-organized and formation of political parties. 
Political parties are therefore, undoubtedly fundamental institutions of the democratic process of any 
political system (Omotoso cited in Tolu Fapetu, 2015). 
 Political parties have been at the heart of Nigeria’s search for an enduring democracy. In 
modern democracies, political parties provide the government administrative machinery for managing 
and steering the affairs of a country towards the attainment it set national goals, objectives and 
democratic development. They became prominent during the period after the Second World War with 
the increasing demand for self-government among colonial people in the world, but they were 
patterned along the party system of the colonial power. In this case, along the British model (Isah, 
2003). As an upshot, parties in advanced democratic states have particularly proven to be agents and 
vehicles for real and authentic socio-political change and transformation in the societies. Indeed, 
being in control of the administrative machinery of government, political parties are most actively 
involved in making policies and decisions that the government pursues on behalf of the entire country. 
Thus, parties are the initiators and executors of the ideas that make for the attainment of the desired 
development in every democratic society. They are fundamental pillars, an essential component 
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without which a constitutional democracy cannot function optimally. In fact, political parties are for 
democratic system and development what the blood is to the human body (Hassan and Solomon, 
2016). 
 Nigeria’s experience with democracy since independences has been one of the great 
contradiction. Evidence abounds that the country’s continuing failure to operate a truly democratic 
political system is responsible for the lack of the often expressed commitment of Nigeria to 
democracy. Unfortunately, in Nigeria, where the underlying motive of politics is not about service and 
the common good but selfish interest, political parties since the return of civil rule in 1999, can hardly 
be distinguished on the basis of clearly articulated and identifiable policy stance, ideology or core 
value. Political parties are thus at best platforms for the pursuit of personal political ambition and 
interest. This situation is not helped by the number of political associations that often seek to 
registered as political parties and the ease with which politicians witch their membership from one 
political party to the other. For example; as at 13th March, 2017, the Independent National Electoral 
Commission (INEC) reported that 86 political associations had applied to be registered as political 
parties to advance the course of democracy in Nigeria since the return of civil rule in 1999. This 
development has given rise to intra-party conflict and concilable differences and personality clashes 
(Ojo, 2018). Thus, political parties have a big role to play in promoting democratic consolidation, 
effectiveness and functionality. They are the link between the government and t he people, and the 
means by which the lives of the masses are most intimately affected by making their concerns 
reflective of government policy agenda. They are the vehicles through which candidates assumes 
offices, especially in the absence of independent candidates. 
 Regrettably, Nigerian political parties have been behaving characteristically contrary to these 
facts. Their roles in discharging these highly important functions have been historically unimpressive 
and highly abysmal. They apparently lack knowledge of their expected roles in the country’s 
democracy. To this end, rather than serving as mechanism for ameliorating the many challenges 
confronting the country, Nigeria political parties can be said to be responsible for the various burning 
issues that are plaguing the country owing to their nonchalant attitudes towards sensitive and 
important national issues. To this end, the repositioning of parties towards the consolidation 
democracy in Nigeria remains an urgent national imperative. 
 
Political Parties, Democracy and Democratic Consolidation: Conceptual Issues 
 There is a convergence of opinion among scholars about the inseparable nexus or connection 
between political parties, democracy and democratic consolidation. Political parties are indispensable 
to the democratic system. The functionality of modern democracy depends on a large extent, on the 
viability of political parties. Indeed, democracy is people centered and modern conceptions of it is 
hinged on representative government. Beyond this definition, Ihonvbere, cited in Uhumwagho (2014) 
holds that democracy is also about human especially socio-economic and cultural rights, due process, 
accountability, fiscal discipline, transparency and the careful but targeted deployment of scarce 
resources to meeting the basic needs of the majority of the people. Consequently, democracy is related 
to the quality of leadership and the freedom of the citizenry to freely make their choices and perhaps, 
most importantly, for their real choices to count. 
 Despite popular acceptance of democracy, as a veritable instrument for effecting national 
development and socio-economic transformation, Nigeria has so far paid lip service to its 
entrenchment. According to Ojo (2008), “it is common knowledge that we have never really had real 
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election hat confers legitimacy on political leaders or government in Nigeria”. Politics is still war in 
Nigeria, former President Olusegun Obasanjo described it as do or die affairs (This day, 2009) cited in 
Ojo (2008). Political parties, the pedestal upon which modern democracies are built, have failed in 
Nigeria to ensure that only competent candidates are sponsored to vie for political offices. Odion 
(2007), maintains that godfatherism  in politics remains single most important factor that guarantees 
selection to run for political positions. Politics in Nigeria is costly, diabolical, unsteady, uncertain and 
announced results hardly reflect what took place on Election Day (Ihonvbere, 2010). Democracy is 
unworkable except in terms of political parties and elections. Thus, policy makers and democracy 
promotion organizations often display a strong normative bias in favour of cohesive, organizationally 
developed political parties. The foregoing obviously underscores the indispensability and essentiality 
of political parties in the democratic system. However, democracy must be stable for it to be 
consolidated. By implication, democracy must make sense to the people for it to enjoy considerable 
support required for its consolidation. And one of the democratic structures that are being 
consolidated are the political parties and electoral institutions. 
 Consolidation, according to Diamond cited in Ibadin (2015), is a process of achieving broad 
and deep legitimation such that all significant political actors, at both elite and mass level believe that 
the democratic system is better for their society than any other realistic alternative they can imagine.  
 Inherent in these arguments is that the operation of democracy is not only unlikable and/or 
inconceivable same in term of political parties, but its consolidation is also impossible without a virile 
and institutionalized party system (Ogundiya, 2011). Indeed, political parties play vital roles in 
promoting democratic consolidation and stability. They put into practice the opinion which has been 
instrumental in molding and expressing the general will which is the core value of democracy. It 
becomes clear, therefore the political parties are indeed, an essential component of democracy. They 
constitute the very pillars upon which democracy is erected. Thus, in an emerging democracy such as 
Nigeria, the need for vibrant and pro-active political parties is therefore urgent and necessary for the 
country’s democracy to be consolidated.  
 
The Performance of Political Parties Since 1999 
 Since political party has been conceived as the man institution of democratic stability and 
consolidation, it is therefore expected that the parties in Nigeria, particularly those that emerge since 
1999 to date should have contributed positively to the sustenance of our democracy. Unfortunately, 
according to Omoruyi cited in Adebayo (2006), what we have in Nigeria today since 1999, as political 
parties are just political parties in name. Buttressing his view, he stated that they are difficult to place 
in terms of origin, structure, organization and function. If we apply Astrokgorsk, Hodgiskin, Diverger, 
and Sklar to these organizations that called themselves political parties in Nigeria, their composition is 
fluid and unstable, they can be viewed as instruments of transition from military to civilian rule and 
for the future and with the prospect of more parties. They raise more questions than answers to the 
lingering political problems of Nigeria (Omoruyi, 2001). On the whole, the liberalization of the party 
regime did not significantly change the nature of political parties in Nigeria as parties are run by 
godfathers and barons rather than members. Consequently, the political within the parties is 
essentially one between patron and clients and the clients are mobilized along primary, ethnic or 
regional bases. Thus, all the political parties under the fourth republic exhibited virtually the same 
characteristics. They all claimed to be democratic actors, but there is little to suggest that they are 
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adding value to the country’s democracy. More so, internal democracy which permits the excluding of 
democracy to the outside world has a little place in the operations of the parties Jega (2013). 
 Political parties are the hob of the democracy but the question is how far have they fared in 
managing political violence in Nigeria? The experience in Nigeria since 1999 shows that political 
parties are the incubation points of political violence. Thuggery, ethnic militia, assassinations etc. are 
all offshoots of intra-party or inter-party difference. There is therefore, a lots of controversy as regards 
the role parties play in the politics of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. 
 As a matter of fact, political parties in Nigeria have not lived up to their expectations as they 
have disappointed Nigerian’s in our quest towards democratic consolidation. 
 
Why Nigerian Political Parties Remain Weak in the Consolidation of Democracy 
 There are so many factors that account for the weak performance of and contribution of 
Nigerian political parties to the consolidation of the country’s democracy. These factors can be 
discussed as follows: 
 
i. Lack of Respect for Party Ideology: In Nigerian political parties, there is lack of respect for 
party’s ideology. Undoubtedly, this is what is responsible for the current trends of defection by some 
politicians and the non-existence of clear-out political ideologies of political parties in the country. In 
Nigeria today, defection is made easier and rampant by the absence of distinctive differences between 
political parties on the basis of clear party ideals, philosophy, ideological or policy programmes. On 
the whole, the implication is that Nigeria’s democracy is at high risk as the political parties continue 
to operate without ideological bases. No wonder after many years of the practice of democracy, 
dominant political parties have not been able to change the fate of the country and its citizens, who 
had nursed high hopes that democracy would turn their fortunes. What is rather being witnessed is 
deterioration of every aspect of the national life of the country as the parties in whose hands the 
control of the government of the nation lie does not have any clear-cut direction in terms of policies 
and programmes. The truth of the matter is that in Nigeria, every one joins a party w here his interest 
can be better served. No one thinks of the ideology of the party, let alone enhancing democratic 
sustenance. Most of them do not care about democracy at all since they are into party politics because 
of personal ambition. Parties in the fourth Republic are not based on social forces particularly, at the 
grassroots. Majority of the parties exist only on pages of official documents and these particular trend 
portends a grave danger to Nigeria’s growing democracy. It is a negative political culture which must 
be discouraged. 
 
ii. Improper Conduct of Primary Elections on Nigeria 
The Nigerian democratic experience has no doubt been fascinating to keen observer. A fair 
submission is clearly that the political and socio-economic environments before elections do not 
present desired optimism necessary to drive free and fair election in Nigeria. While many challenge 
party formation, registration and finance at various levels including courts, such challenges take root 
at the level of primaries, because primaries are the final selection process before the general elections. 
Also, for some parties, it is obviously believed that whosoever emerges the candidates automatically 
becomes the winner of the general elections. Good examples are People Democratic Party (PDP) in 
many states and federal level. All Progressive Congress (APC) in Lagos State and PPA in Abia. The 
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level of inimical scheming in PDP was very high in particular given ti feet as the largest political 
party in Africa (Omobowale, 2008). 
As already hinted above however, dangerous political manipulation was/is common to all Nigerian 
political in their election of candidates in primaries, party primaries in Nigeria can therefore be said to 
be nothing but hand picking and selection of loyal candidates that are to be rewarded for loyalty and 
had work by the party leadership. 
 
iii. The Phenomenon of Godfatherism: One phenomenon that has assumed worrying 
proportion was rightly described in Omotola, (2007) as epidemic and becoming one of the greatest 
threat to democratic consolidation in Nigeria, is godfatherism. Overbearing tendencies of godfathers 
who want to control party machinery and impose their preferred or anointed candidates for election or 
appointive positions are at the root of intra-party crises that have troubled most political parties in 
Nigeria. Positions attained through such imposition have the same implications as those attained 
through rigid election. They drain democracy of its essential elements of exclusiveness, 
competiveness, popular representation and political accountability to the people. Other problems that 
godfatherism breeds are fractionalization and in extreme cases, defection of aggrieved members to 
other parties. Consequently, political parties become weak and ineffective as their focus is shifted 
away from critical issues of providing the people with good policies. 
 
iv. Intra and Inter-Party Violence: This has become another hallmark of party politics in 
Nigeria. Under the current democratic experiment, inter and intra party conflicts have assumed a 
disturbing dimension. As a matter of fact, since 1999, several cases of political violence have been 
occasioned by inter and intra party conflicts, resulting in the loss of hundreds of lives in different parts 
of the country. The major cause of intra-party conflict is the sponsorship syndrome. Wealthy elites in 
a party might wish to sponsor candidates for election into the respective offices. Once these 
candidates are elected, their sponsors begin to make unnecessary demands, which are sometimes not 
granted, thereby causing serious rifts within the party. The manner in which political parties are 
funded is also one of the causes of conflict. However, intra-party conflict is caused by the 
irresponsible utterances of some party members, instead of intra-party, the philosophy of the 
opponents party, it is the opponents personality that would come under serious attack. Their family 
background and person are not also spared. 
 
v. Absence of Internal Democracy: Lack of party internal democracy is one fundamental 
problem inhibiting the efficacy of Nigeria’s political parties in promoting the growth of democracy in 
Nigeria. in Nigeria’s party system, favourtism is enthroned above meritocracy due to the overbearing 
influence of party leaders (Godfathers). The violation of this essential aspect of the democratic 
practice does not only deny floor party members the right to consensually elect candidates of proven 
integrity and competence to represent the party at polls, it also runs contrary to country’s goal to 
consolidate democracy. 
 
Repositioning Political Parties towards Democratic Consolidation in Nigeria 
 Political parties are saddled with the responsibility of recruiting competent individuals for 
political leadership through periodic elections. It also includes educating the electorate through 
political rallies, dissemination of information about government policies and serving as a vehicle for 
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the articulation and aggregation of the interests of the people. Thus, they serves as the pivot upon 
which the entire political process revolves (Babawale and Ashiru, 2006). 
 In other word, there can be no meaningful democracy without a good functioning political 
party system. It is obvious, then that political parties constitute the hob of democracy. The more 
vigorous and healthy they are, the better assumed the health of the democratic process (Agbaje, 1998). 
It is therefore difficult to imagine any democracy without political parties as they are the connecting 
link between diverse groups of people and government. Certainly, a system which sidelines and 
sacred rights of citizens expressed in their votes when constituting the political leadership and 
authority is undemocratic. Also fundamental to the furtiveness and contradiction in Nigeria’s 
democratic practice is the unholy alliance, connivance and collaboration between the elite and the 
masses in subverting the cherished norms and value of democracy. 
 In this regard, the Nigeria experience reveals the combined failure of leadership and 
followership in entrenching committed leadership and good governance. In fact, leadership must be 
democratized. But how can this be achieved when most of the existing political parties lack internal 
democracy? Thus, the human deficiency remain the critical crux of the problem. There must be 
deliberate and conscious efforts which must begin with the mental and attitudinal re-orientation of 
Nigerians via civic or voter education. In all elections, voter education is necessary to ensure that all 
constituents men, women and youth alike understand their rights, the contests they are being called 
upon to decide and how, when and where to vote. The success and democratic profile of an election 
are marked by the following; 
• Voter’s understanding of their rights and responsibilities 
• Sufficient knowledge and information on how to cast valid votes and the acts of meaningful 
participation in the voting process. 
The traditional roles of political parties are interest aggregation, political mobilization, political 
education and electioneering with intent to control the machinery of government through lawful 
means; anchored on the will of the people. To say that political parties in Nigeria have failed in this 
task is an understatement. Lack of ideological depth, selfish manipulation, godfatherism, lies, 
sloganeering and propaganda have become the hallmark of political parties. These no doubt, are 
inimical to the growth and consolidation of democracy in Nigeria. The working of any democratic 
government is largely a product of the existence and activities of political parties. Political parties 
must promote democratic leadership and evolve a bottom-up approach in their choice of candidates 
put up for elections. No doubt, political parties pay little attention to the value of the electorate as they 
depend on other “surer” means of securing victory at elections. This may explain why lip service is 
paid to the political education of voters. 
 
Conclusion 
 This paper focused on repositioning political parties towards the consolidation of democracy 
in Nigeria. This is because there can be no meaningful democracy without a functioning political 
party system. The existence and operational of political parties have been good ingredients of 
democracy. Parties control government in every democracy and run the affairs of a country through 
officials elected on their platforms. Therefore, strong and vibrant political parties perform other 
important functions in democracy such as providing voters education, political education and 
citizenship education, serving as link between the government and the citizens, mediating and 
managing conflicts, and setting agenda for government. Unfortunately, political parties in Nigeria 
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have fallen short of performance in the last fifty-three years. As can be seen in the body of the paper, 
some of the factors responsible for the declined role of Nigerian political parties towards democracy 
consolidation are numerous. Thus, the human deficiency remains the critical crux of the problem. 
Notwithstanding the prevailing situation in Nigeria’s fourth republic, political parties could be firmly 
repositioned and ritualized to effectively discharge their expected role in consolidating the country’s 
democracy. 
 
Recommendations 
 To reposition political parties to play their expected role in enhancing the consolidation of 
democracy in Nigeria, the paper therefore recommends the following; 
1. There must be a deliberate and conscious efforts which must begin with the mental and 

attitudinal re-orientation of Nigerians via civic or voter education. 
2. Political parties in Nigeria must reform for democracy. They must strive to build institution 

(nor ruler) and encourage accountability. They must respect the constitution, the democratic 
culture, the electoral laws, and the locus of power, the people, who are the ultimate 
beneficiaries of their services. 

3. Political parties must be bastions of fair play, justice and freedom. The people must be 
empowered, through civic education, to take their destinies in their own hands in determining 
who lead them. 

4. Political parties should anchor their activities on strong ideologies and devise programs 
capable of affecting the laws of the masses. 

5. Parties should fairly enthrone the culture of internal democracy in their decision-making 
structure and processes in order to consolidate democracy in Nigeria. 
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