
Abstract 

PARTY SYS I BM AND DEMOCRACY IN NIGERIA. 

Kamar Bello
Nigeria, like any other developing countries has a unique political 

system. This is based largely on her creation by the British 

Colonialists in 1914 .its subsequent independence in I960 and 

incessant military rule. It was this uniqueness that prompted this 

study in order to examine critically the workings of the twin 

concepts; party system and democratic system in the country. It is 

also established fact that without democracy no viable party system 

would exist. Party system which could be one, two or multi 

depending on the guiding political principles in a given society 

developed in Nigeria, along modern political system. This paper, 

thereafter, suggested ways of improving the functioning of 

democracy and party system in the country.  

Introduction 
The existence, workings and survival of party system depend extensively on the dictates of of 

democracy. Political party consists of a group of people with an aim to capture public office in electoral 

competition with one or more other such groups. Also, political party could be seen as an organised 

group of citizens with common interest usually manifested in a political ideology, and complete with one 

or more other similar organised groups in their struggle to capture or sustain governmental powers or 

authority with the ultimate goal of manipulating and controlling the modes of distribution of the 

country's economic resources. According to Woll (1989:59). 

Political parties arc organisations whose purpose is winning elections and 

gaining government power. By competing with one another, they offer choice to 

voters and appeal for votes on ideological and practical groups. 

Importantly, political parties compete for votes, for power and over policy. Politically 

ambitious individuals can climb to power only through one of the parties. But in some countries 

independent candidates are allowed to contest for elective posts outside the existing political parties. 

Each party attempts to put together a winning coalition on the basis of a distinctive public philosophy 

and attempts to appeal to a broad range of interests. Indeed it is only a tiny proportion of the electorate 

that joins political parties. It is party members, corporate organisations, interest groups, individuals and 

some places government that raise funds for the mobilisation of voters during electioneering campaigns. 

Many party members are active in order to influence party policies. Thus, political parties are avenues 

for some citizens to participate in politics. 

Conflicts and co-operation between parties take place in several areas, each of which is linked 

to the other. The behaviour of each political party is determined by factors such as number of parties 

participating in an election, its chance of forming government alone, its support from the electorate and 

organised pressure groups, the intensity of the conflicts between it and the other parties, the degree to 

which these differences can be compromised and the nature of electoral system. In a nutshell, what a 

political party does is affected by the nature of the political system in a particular country where it 

operates. 

It should therefore, be noted that the number of the party in existence in a country is dictated by 

the political system of that country. It is in line with this observation that Duverger (1959:393) submitted 

that the distinction between single-party, two party and multi-party systems tends to become the 

fundamental mode of classifying contemporary regimes. For example, in the United State of America, 

there are fairly large number of political parties but only two are dominant and able to put people in 

national office; the democrat and Republican parties. But at the local and state levels political parties 

there are in some cases one or multi. In Britain, two parties dominate; the conservative and the labour 

parties. In West Germany, France, Italy and Spain. These parties are 
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highly centralised national organisations having a top downward direction. It is the national leadership of 

the parties that generally formulate party politicies and tactics for the entire country . 

Democracy is perceived as the most legitimate form of government world wide with a 

constitution and universal adult suffrage; the executive, legislative and the judicial arms. The legislative 

arm initiates bills, it approves or rejects bills initiated by private members, committees or the executive. 

The party with majority members in the legislative house provides its officials. It should be noted that 

candidates for elective posts in a democratic setting must be a member of a registered political party but 

in some countries independent candidates are allowed to contest. The executive arm of government, on 

the other hand, employs the use of bureaucracy and other agencies to execute its policies. The 

bureaucrats are career officers and they are non-partisan. They are answerable to the executive leaders 

and invariably through them to the legislature. Both legislative and executive leaders face elections 

periodically under one registered party or another. This is in order to enhance their accountability and 

responsiveness to the electorates. 

The existence of an independent judicial arm is guaranteed under democracy. This is in order to 

protect the rights of the individual and other agencies. There is also functional, effective and reliable 

Police and the Armed Forces for the maintenance of law and order and the defence of the State. In 

addition, democracy guarantees freedom of expression bv individuals and organisations. Democracy, say 
s Ogunmadc (1991:5). 

Is basically a political system in which all or the most significant 
groups in the population, participate in the political process and have 
access to effective representation in the process of making government 
decisions of the allocation of scare resources. 

Theories Of Political Parties. 

There are many theories on the emergence of political parties. Six of such theories would be 

discussed in this paper. Namely, Loose grouping or factors, conflicts over distribution of wealth, 

conflicts over nature and role of government, natural differences in man, growth of democratic 

institutions and influence of voluntary associations. A further look at theories could lead to a convenient 

re-grouping into three majors ones, namely, evolutionary theory, revolutionary theory and sociological 

theory. 

(i) Evolution Theory: Evolution theory has to do with inter-weaving of the loose or factional and 

natural differences in man. It has some historical explanation and featured during the ages of 

absolute monarch and benevolent despotism. Using the evolution theory boils down to the fact 

that, political parties started as interest groups that tried to influence the ruler in favour of the 

interest represented by their members. The two major parties in Britain developed through this 

theory. In the 1 711’ century the caraliers and the round heads were div ided on the issue of power 

of the monarch versus the right of parliament. These two groups later became the Tories and the 

Whigs. The Tories subsequently changed to what is now known as the conservative party, while 

the Wigs scattered among wliat is now as the labour, social Democratic and Liberal parties. 

(Woll, 1969:68). 

In Nigeria'the emergence of political parties could be regarded as evolutionary as well. This is 

because the first set of political associations in the country emerged as Nationalist fronts against the then 

colonial government, before they later metamorphosed into political parties. Examples of such parties 

include the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP) and the Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM). 

Although, they faded away later, but gave impetus to the entrenchment of political party culture in the 

country. 

(ii) Revolution Theory. Revolution Theory is a combination of the theory of conflict over distribution 

of wealth and conflict over the nature and role of government which inevitably divide people 

into groups and subsequently into groups and into political parties on the basis of their opinions, 

as well as the natural difference in man which instinctively make man to belong to one 

group/political party or the other. For example, the conservative party in Britain like any other 

capitalist party, enjoys its support from the wealthy business tycoons, land
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owners, and other major forms of wealth, while the Labour, Social Democrats and the Liberals 

draw their support from the relatively less priviledge ones in the society. In Nigeria's First 

Republic, the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) and the Action Group (AG) drew their 

support from the wealthy and established individuals while the Northern Figment Progressive 

Union (NEPU) drew its support from the down-trodden masses. 

Also, in America, political parties’ emergence is based on the revolutionary theory. During the 

constitutional conference in the I 7lh century at philadelphis. out of the fifty-five delegates to the 

convention, only thirty-nine signed their name to the constitution. These people were later known as the 

Federalists. I he remaining sixteen were anti-federalists who support the previous confederation. Each 

group completed for votes during the ratification process and each won some and lost some. Thereafter, 

when the country was established, the political elites split along the two ideological lines. The 

federalists favoured a strong central government while the Democratic-Republicans preferred a 

minimal, decentralised government. With the election of John Adams as the second President, the 

parlies became formal organisations that offered candidates for political office. During the Andrew 

Jackson's reign as president, the Democrat-Republicans transformed into the Democratic Party. The old 

Federalists on the Republican Party (Woll 1989:64). 

(iii) Sociology Theory: The sociological theory combines both the growth of democratic institutions 

and the influence of voluntary association theories. This theory holds that even where 

voluntary organisations may continue to spring up and exist, they may not develop into 

political parties unless democratic principles are seen to operate. The operation of democratic 

principles for example made it possible for Labour Party to emerge in Britain from the Trade 

Union Congress in 1990. It is in a similar manner, that the Group of Thirty-Four (G34) formed 

the core of Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) in Nigeria's Fourth Republic. 

Party System And Democracy In Nigeria. 

Political party's formation and existence follow squarely the introduction of democratic 

principles in Nigeria's polity. For example the establishment of a Legislative Council under the 1992, 

Clifford Constitution gave rise to the inauguration of the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP in 

1923. The party led by Herbert Macualay was the only party that contested and won the 1923 1928, and 

1933 Legislative Council elections as well as the Lagos Town Council elections in 1923 1926, 1929, 

1932 and 1935. 

In 1936, the Lagos Youth Movement changed its name to Nigerian Youth Movement. T‘ party 

displaced NNDP and won the 1938 Lagos down Council elections as well as the three elective seats in 

the Legislative Council. In 1944. the National Council of Nigeria (NCN) was formed. 1945, the NCN 

changed its name to NCNC (the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroon) du to the fact that three 

unions from the Cameroons joined the Council. But after the 1963 plebiscite i name also changed to 

National Council of Nigeria Citizens (NCNC). Supporters of the party we" mainly from the Eastern 

Nigeria and partly from the Midwestern and Western Regions. 

In 1948, the Action Group (AG) emerged out of a Yoruba cultural grouping with Chie 

Obafemi Awolowo as its leader. The party from inception announced itself as a Western region political 

organisation. In 1951, the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) originated from a cultu organisation. The 

party was to serve mainly the interest of Northern Nigerians of all shades. S" Ahmadu Bello became the 

leader of the party as from 1952. 

The three parties, NCNC, AG and NPC, dominated and won the regional elections in the Ea 

West and North respectively and Federal Legislative elections in the 1950s. The existing small parties in 

each region were in alliance with the bigger parties from other regions. However, tho smaller parties 

drew their membership from the minorities or serve the interest of minorities in f areas. They included; 

the Northern Element Progressive Union (NEPU) led by Mallam Aminu Ka w ith the poor masses of 

Kano and environs as members. Also, the United Middle Belt Congr (UMBC) led by Joseph Tarka had 

Tiv of Benue and environs as members; while the llorin Tala’ Parapao (ITP) led by Josiah Olowoyin 

had the support of Yoruba speaking people in llorin and Kab’ provinces.
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In the Eastern region .was the Democratic Party of Nigeria and the Cameroon (PPNC) which 

was a break-away faction of the NCNC, led by Kingsley Mbadiwe. There was also the United National 

Independent Party (UNIP), also a break-away from NCNC, championed by the expelled Ministers and 

Legislators in the 1952 - 53 crises in the party. The UNIP fought for a separate Calabar-Ogoja-Rivcr 

State. In the Western region was the Nigerian National Democratic Part\ (NNDP) which was a break-

aw'ay from the AC led by Ladoke Akintola in coalition w ith a break-awas group from NCNC led by 

Lani Knyode. Other minority parties in the Western region were the Mid- West front and commoner's 

Liberal party. 

It should be noted that the UM13C, I I P. and UNIP were in alliance with the AO while NITIJ 

was in alliance with NCNC in the first republic. Also the NNDP was in alliance with NPC particularly 

during the 1964 elections to form the Nigerian National Alliance (NNA). The NNA competed with the 

United Progressive Grand Alliance (IJPGA) which was made up of NCNC. AG and the Northern 

Progressive Front (NPF), combination ofNEPU and I.IMBC (Oycdiran. 1995:8). 

During the first lap of the second republic (1979-1983). five political parties participated, 

namely; Great Nigeria People’s Party (GNPP), National Party of Nigeria (NPN). Nigeria People s Party 

(NPP), People’s Redemption Party (PRP) and Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN). lowards the second lap, in 

1983, the Nigeria Advance Party (NAP) was registered to make the parties six. During the period, NPN 

won the presidential election and seven out of the nineteen Governnorship seats, but could not enjoy 

majority position in the Federal Legislature which led to its alliance with NPP which had three states. 

UPN, on the other hand, won five states, GNPP two states and PRP two states. NAP won neither a 

Governnorship nor Legislative seat at both state and national level. Indeed those parties were alleged to 

be reincarnations of the parties in the first republic. GNPP and NPP reincarnation of NCNC, NPN, 

reincarnation of NPC, PRP reincarnation ofNEPU and UPN reincarnation of AG with strong regional 

support. 

In the Third Republic, none of the thirteen political associations that applied for registration 

was registered. In their place two political parties were established by government, namely, the Social 

Democratic Party (SDP) and the National Republican Convention (NRC). The two parties were funded 

bv government and their manifestoes and constitutions were written by government nominees in order 

to make every member co-founders and co-joiners. The SDP had upper hand over NRC in all the 

elections including the presidential elections which was annulled in 1993 (Oyediran. 1995:12). 

For the Fourth Republic, thirteen political associations were given provisional registration bv 

the Independent National Electoral Commission (NEC) out of which three were later given full 

registration, namely. Alliance for Democracy (AD), All People's Party (APP) and People's Democratic 

Party (PDP). Right from the beginning PDP led in the elections followed by APP and lastly AD. This 

tempo was maintained throughout the elections including the presidential election where the AD and 

APP fielded a joint candidate. 

Conclusion And Recommendation 

This paper has observed that the fundamental frame-work of Nigeria politics and party system 

is a communal one and that the political culture of the people of the country is strongly tended towards 

consideration of communal identification. Such communal attachments could be called primordial 

loyalties which may be based on language, religion, custom, region, race or blood ties. It was further 

observed that multi-party system thrived in Nigeria's First, Second and Fourth Republics while two-

party system was adopted in the Third Republic but there has never been room for a one- party system. 

The Two-party system adopted in the Third Republic due to its imposition by the military. If individuals 

were allowed to float political parties during the period different political pai ls system would have 

prevailed. Also, the multi-party system syndrome could have been due to incessant military take-over 

which gave no room for merger of various interest that would have occurred if civil rule had been 

allowed to exist for a longer period. 

It is high time for Nigerians to form political parties based on ideology, rather than parties 

based on ethnic, regional, or religion bias. Ibis could be achieved only when the military is not tempted 

to take-over a democratically elected government in order to allow democracy to exist forever. This is 

because with assurance of democracy, democratic principles and culture could be in practice. The 

existence of multi-party system in the country is a healthy development. T his is because
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it would serve as an avenue where different interests in the country could he conveniently 

accommodated. Invariably with time, the multi -party-system could become a two-major-party system 

w here other parties would become minors. 
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