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Abstract 
The Nigerian leadership landscape is replete with examples where personal 

interests outmaneuver national or group objectives, resulting in leadership crises. 

The public sector in Nigeria has become the definition of all that is corrupt, 

fraudulent, and politicians continue to intensify the crisis. The paper explores 

certain political leadership methods and tactics for establishing a popular power 

base and political influence in order to further their legion of interests at the 
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expense of good democratic leadership and governance. The findings indicate that 

Nigeria has stalled in its efforts to attain national development as a result of 

partisanship, ethno-religious inclinations, socioeconomic inequality, a lack of 

robust democratic institutions, and compromised leadership recruitment 

procedures among other factors. The research examines its influence on the 

masses’ general well-being and livelihoods; and concludes that strategic 

succession planning for the emergence of quality leadership, is a major element of 

democratic endurance and durability.  
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Introduction 

Nations are essentially formed in order to achieve greatness. According to Obiozor (2015), 

Nigeria was conceived in expectation during its independence in 1960, but has spent the 

majority of its existence in a state of doubt and uncertainty. Throughout that time, many 

different types of analyses and findings on critical topics have been aggregated, resulting 

in what has become a national major hurdle of rebuilding the country. This is because, in 

comparison to Nigeria in 1960, most nations have made enormous strides forward and 

built politically and economically stable systems. When compared to 3rd world nations of 

the 1960s, such as Asian countries like South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, Malaysia, and 

Indonesia, there is a wide gap between Nigeria and these group of global economic 

players. Nigeria's economy has continually underperformed for the majority of its history, 

resulting in expected nation-state rivalry. According to Waqar (2011), Nigeria's per capita 

income has stagnated in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, despite the fact that the 

country's per capita income from petroleum, the country's primary source of revenue, has 

increased significantly. According to a report on Nigeria by the Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) in the 2012 World Factbook, while Nigeria's GDP recovered to $1.470 billion 

in 2010, poverty remained at 70%, indicating a significant imbalance. Political structure 

and governance have been distorted, first by colonialists, then by the ethicized political 

class, military rulers and their apologists, and ultimately by political leaders. The colonial 

era's experiences, the 1967-1970 civil war, and the extended years of military dictatorships, 

as well as widespread resentment among ethnic nationalities and indigene/settler crises in 

numerous sections of the country (Moru, 2004), have continued to weigh down on the 

development of the country. The structure and dynamics of the Nigerian state system have 

been shaped by these experiences for many years now. A variety of causes contribute to 

democracy's recurring plight, including weak structures and institutions, the ominous 

influence of corruption, money politics, and godfatherism, among others (Said & Kehinde, 

2007). 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 4 December, 2021 

 

Democracy and the Challenges of Leadership and Governance in Nigeria.               255 

In Nigerian politics, godfatherism has developed into a dangerous phenomenon. It will be 

difficult to ignore godfatherism as a fundamental impediment to successful leadership in 

Nigeria's political environment when assessing political leadership. Since the 

establishment of the first republic until the restoration of democratic rule in 1999, 

godfatherism has persisted in Nigeria, having a direct impact on the dark obstruction of 

the electioneering process, with its attendant political turmoil, vote buying, ballot box 

snatching, and exclusion, as well as all other socio-cultural factors that undermine the 

country's democratic culture. It is commonly recognized that Nigeria's broken political and 

economic systems have contributed significantly to the country's political instability. 

 

Conceptual Analysis of Relative Terms 

According to Aristotle, "where the laws do not rule there is no regime." Democracy is not 

just about 'the government of the people by the people' but more importantly, about the 

rule of the law.  Perhaps the most basic idea in democracy is that people are essentially 

equal, and that thus each person has a right to have a say in who governs and how they 

do so. Hence, legitimate political power comes from the people, and government, 

therefore, is legal only when the governed consent. Governance is the way those with 

power, use the power. Governance, entails ‘a process of organizing and managing 

legitimate power structures, entrusted by the people, to provide law and order, protect 

fundamental human rights, ensure rule of law and due process of law, provide for the 

basic needs and welfare of the people and the pursuit of their happiness.  

 

Thus, the quality of governance is reflected in the quality of relationships between the 

government and citizens whom it serves and protects. World Bank (1989:60) defines 

governance as “the exercise of political power to manage a nation’s affairs.” Sergent (1975) 

beheld democracy with the following possibilities:  

1. Citizens involvement in political decision making;  

2. Some degree of equality among citizens;  

3. Some degree of liberty, freedom granted or retained by citizenry;  

4. A system of representation; and  

5.  An electoral system of majority rule.  

 

In democracies, leadership is typically considered as an act of authority or control over a 

nation. Leaders consequently need to take into account the impact their style of leadership 

has on the people they represent in order to avoid unintended consequences that might 

jeopardize democracy. As a result, democracy demands that leadership be held 

accountable in order to prevent abuses such as concentration of power, which can lead to 

tyranny and corruption. Poor leadership can also discourage people from participating in 
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issues that affect them, which can lead to a failure to take charge of one's own destiny. 

According to Schmidt (1933), the relationship of leadership exists only when a group 

follows an individual out of free will and not under command or compulsion, and 

secondly, when the group follows an individual on favorable and mostly national grounds. 

This is the point where leadership and governance converge. While "governance" in a 

broad sense refers to the task of administering a government or other relevant institution, 

such as a nation, leadership is concerned with the capacity and ability to govern effectively. 

It is a collection of principles, policies, and institutions that enable society to manage 

economic, political, and social processes at various levels through interaction between the 

government and the governed. 

 

Scrutiny of Nigeria’s Skewed Political Leadership 

Given the noteworthy nature of the present survival of democracy in Nigeria, the question 

of whether or not Nigerian democratic leaders have justified the essence of democratic 

leadership continues to linger in the air. The quest for good governance, which eventually 

leads to increased national development, must have spurred Nigerians' cry for democracy, 

and clamoured for guarantees of the general advantages that democracy will bring them 

in the process. Real democratic governance is unquestionably in this aspirations for a more 

just and progressive society. As a notion, democracy stands out as the most outstanding 

characteristics of contemporary politics today.  Chafe (1994) asserts that democracy entails, 

among other things, the participation of the people in the administration of their 

sociopolitical, socio-economic, and cultural environment, among several other things. The 

most core concept in democracy is the premise that all people are fundamentally equal, 

and that as a result, each individual has the right to have a voice in who rules and how 

they do so. As a result, legitimate political authority derives from the people, and 

government is only legal when the people who are ruled consent to the government's 

existence.  

 

Democracy, according to Abiola and Olaopa (2006), is a collection of at least two key 

characteristics simultaneously: first and foremost, it must elicit as precisely as possible the 

opinions of as many people as feasible on who should represent them and how the country 

should be governed. Governance is defined as "a way of coordinating and controlling 

legitimate political institutions that have been entrusted by the people with the 

responsibility of maintaining law and order, upholding fundamental human rights, 

ensuring the rule of law and due process, providing for the essential necessities and 

welfare of the people.  This means that government's ability to rule well is evident in its 

ability to maintain important association with citizens it represents and protects. A leader 
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is someone who exercises authority or influence over others in a social collectivity such as 

a group, an organization, a community, or a nation. 

 

Leadership, according to Olugbade (1987), is both an area of investigation and a functional 

ability that encompasses the capacity of an individual to "lead" or guide other individuals, 

teams, or entire organizations in a positive and productive manner. As a personal value, 

leadership includes the characteristics that enable a leader to exercise control on others 

around him or her. As a result, charisma, which is the personal appeal or ability to inspire 

others, is associated with leadership. It argues that democratic political leaders must be 

cognizant of the consequences of their style of leadership on the people they lead in order 

to avoid the undesirable repercussions from derailing the democratic process. Bad 

leadership can result in unintended consequences, such as the concentration of power, 

which can lead to corruption and despotism. 

 

Tragically, in Nigeria, democratic elections are frequently not about the popular vote, but 

rather about power ties, patronage, and imposition of candidates. It was about the capacity 

to torment your opponent, menace his life and the lives of his family, organize thugs to 

cart away electoral materials and scare INEC officials, and, if necessary, slay your 

opponent's party supporters (Moru 2004). Aiming only at gaining political power, political 

demagogues and their godsons set up political camps across Nigeria, intricately 

intertwined throughout the country.  Most of the time, this is accomplished by unusual 

tactics, which results in a cascade of negative consequences. As a result, access to power is 

frantically sought, with the intention of using it for the primitive accumulation of riches 

and the advancement of their political empires.  

 

According to Omotola (2007), godfatherism in Nigeria, particularly in its present 

configuration and nature, is a patronage institution that benefits the privileged. However, 

despite the fact that it is a long-standing and deeply ingrained aspect of Nigerian 

societal norms, it is simply socio-economic in origin and mutually beneficial for both sides. 

Its politicization demonstrates to have played a significant role in the criminalization of 

politics. Godfathers rule over all aspects of society, including academia, the judicial 

system, and the religious environment. As a result, the influence of the godfathers in 

Nigeria's general elections was unmatched in recent history. Godfathers are people who 

have the security connections, extensive local ties, and vast financial weight to plot and 

decide the success of a political aspirant at any level of a purportedly competitive politics, 

regardless of their political party affiliation. Despite the fact that godfatherism has been an 

established element of Nigerian politics over the years, its modern expressions show that 

it has reached pandemic proportions, constituting one of the most serious challenges to the 
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country's democratic consolidation. Godfathers, according to Ibrahim (2006), are persons 

who have the power to produce the desired outcome in an election battle. Politicians may 

only acquire political power with the support of the "Godfathers," as the phrase is used to 

emphasize their importance. Indeed, godsons are reduced to the status of surrogates who 

are completely subordinate to their godfathers. Certain of the recent actions of others 

Nigerian godfathers have been compared to those of organized crime; yet, some still 

believe that the presence of godfathers serves as a check on the exercise of power in a 

democratic society.  

 

Nigeria's Political Godfatherism Attributes in Snippets 

Ademola (2004) believes that since 1999, when Nigeria joined the comity of democratically 

governed nations, it has continued to encounter an unprecedented rise in political violence, 

political assassination, rising crime wave, armed robbery, and religious uprisings. Crises 

between godfathers and some godsons, usually climax in vicious destruction of 

lives, properties, undermining and subversion of the democratic processes and threat to 

public peace. In Nigeria, godfathers are viewed as those who have the personal authority 

to determine both who is nominated to contest elections and who wins them. According 

to Audu (2006), Godfathers are individuals of spurious wealth and influence who have 

deprived political parties of their traditional and lawful roles of presenting clear and 

cohesive programs on the basis of which voters choose their candidates. He notes that, in 

an ideal world, government established by the people freely and equitably must be 

responsible to them as the basis of its legitimate power to rule. This, however, is not 

conceivable with persons of dubious wealth whose primary objective is to recoup the 

money invested to elect their candidates and then share a predetermined percentage of 

what the government purse receives as their part.  

 

Political godfatherism is not a new phenomenon in Nigeria, as many have revealed. A 

historical connection may be traced back to the period of the country's first republic. And 

it is an unappealing event that creates significant disruption to the democratization process 

of the country. Despite the fact that the existence and impact of godfathers vary from one 

region to the next, there is scarcely any state that is completely free of their existence and 

influence. Godfatherism, in its most basic form, is a threat to Nigeria's fledgling 

democracy. As a consequence, it is critical to scrutinize the scandalous trend of 

godfatherism, as well as its impact on the polity of the nation. 

 

North-East: 

In 1999, Alimodu Sheriff allegedly funded the Borno State gubernatorial race. His 

candidate was elected Governor of Borno State from 1999 to 2003. But they had a strained 
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relationship and in 2003, he decided to run against his godson, Alhaji Mala Kchala, and 

won. Sheriff endorsed Alhaji Gubio as the party's governorship candidate, while his 

brother was picked as running mate for the general elections. Alimodu Sheriff ran for 

Senate but lost to a PDP candidate. He is still the state's godfather. 

 

North-Central: 

Dr Olusola Saraki had proven that he could win elections regardless of party allegiance. In 

1979, Dr. Olusola Saraki financed Kwara Governor Alhaji Adamu Attah. After the failed 

relationship, although he remained in the National Party, Dr Olusola Saraki switched his 

allegiance to Chief Cornelius Adebayo of the Unity Party. In 1983, Chief Cornelius 

Adebayo became Kwara State Governor. In addition to this, Dr. Olusola Saraki, the 

strongman of Kwara politics also succeeded in taking over power from incumbent 

Governor Mohammed Lawal in 2003, after the relationship soured, to install his son Dr. 

Abubakar Bukola Saraki as Executive Governor of Kwara State from 2003 to 2011. Saraki 

also intended his daughter, Gbemisola Saraki to succeed her brother in power under the 

PDP platform, but the scenario did not allow him to fulfill this goal in the Kwara State 

governing party, leading to the breach between father and son over leadership of the PDP 

in Kwara State. Dr. Bukola Saraki endorsed Alhaji Fatai Ahmed as the PDP's gubernatorial 

candidate. 

 

South-East: 

In Abia State, there was a breach between former Governor Orji Kalu and Governor 

Theodore Orji. But the 2011 National Assembly and Governor Elections established 

Governor Theodore Orji as the new kingpin in the state politics. All PDP candidates for 

the National Assembly won handily. The former governor who dominated the state for 

eight years and installed Governor Theodore Orji against all odds lost against senator, 

Uche Chukwumerije. In Anambra, Dr. Chris Ngige was made Governor for a one-year 

term solely because he had signed an agreement not to run for re-election or nomination 

for a second term. Before the election, Dr. Ngige made a promise to Chris Uba, which was 

accepted. In his capacity as PDP Candidate, Governor elect, and Governor, he purportedly 

issued three undated resignation letters (Adeyemo, 2004). If he did not follow through on 

his pledge, the letter would be dated and presented as a resignation. Chris Uba was 

criticized for establishing a mafia-like administration and arm-twisting the governor. Chris 

Ngige was accused of breaking the pledges within six weeks of assuming power. As a 

result, on July 10, 2003, he was abducted and it was stated that he had resigned from his 

position as Governor by signing a letter that had been pre-signed on May 5, 2003. Attempts 

to have him removed from office were unsuccessful, and a four-day revolt in November 
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2003 resulted in widespread destruction of public property. The godfather is reputed to 

have the ability to unmake things. 

 

South West: 

In Oyo State, Alhaji Adedibu was a political heavyweight. He built and maintained a 

strong grassroots base and was a skilled organizer. His political and security ties were 

strong, and he had access to monies to lubricate his political engine. He said he used them 

all to elect Senator Rasheed Ladoja. He left Ladoja when he allegedly broke all pre-election 

agreements and imprisoned former Oyo State NURTW Chairman Alhaji Lateef Akinsola 

(Tokyo) for 29 months. He also said he ran the political machine before Ladoja's election. 

His accusation was that Ladoja withdrew the machinery to himself and failed to appoint 

or compensate them. Alhaji Adedibu used his eighteen allies in the House of Assembly to 

impeach Ladoja. Their base was D'Rovans Hotel in Ibadan. They suspended five of the 

fourteen lawmakers who backed Governor Ladoja since they didn't have a majority. They 

then claimed to be two-thirds of the remaining 27 legislators. It took the Supreme Court 

eleven months to reverse the impeachment process.   

 

Similarly, in Ogun, Dr. Iyabo Obasanjo-Bello, daughter of former President Olusegun 

Obasanjo, served as commissioner for health under Governor Gbenga Daniel from 2003 

until 2007. In 2007, she was elected to the Senate, where she chaired the Health Committee. 

Her father, the PDP's Board Chairman, wanted her to serve a second term in the Senate. 

During this procedure, there were factions within the party that held separate primaries. 

Following a court ruling, INEC recognized Iyabo as the candidate for Ogun Central 

Senatorial District, and other members of Obasanjo's group got party tickets to different 

posts both at the state and federal levels. In the factional battle between Obasanjo and his 

godson, Daniel over the next state Governor; Obasanjo backed Olurin, while Governor 

Daniel chose Isiaka as his godson. It ended in fiasco, as the opposition won the 

gubernatorial election. 

 

The evidence suggests that godfatherism is a significant threat to political stability in any 

given country since it entails the use of all illicit methods to advance political goals, 

including voter registration, the conduct of party primaries, and general elections. 

Godfathers usually organize and coordinate the snatching of ballot boxes and papers, the 

assassination of political opponents, the falsification of election results, compelling 

godsons to embezzle public funds, commandeering and intimidating electorates in polling 

units, and using their political clout to officially confirm election results and declare their 

candidates winners, even when their candidates have lost. Godfathers, according to Audu 

(2006), rob political parties of their historic and legal functions of providing clear and 
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coherent programmes on the basis of which people choose their candidates. The author 

underscored that, in an ideal world, a government constituted by the people in a free and 

fair manner should be accountable to the people, as the basis of its moral legitimacy to rule. 

This is impossible when persons of dubious wealth and influence rule over elected officials 

since their major goal is to recoup the money spent on putting their candidates in power 

and then share a portion of the money that flows into the government's coffers in return. 

Godfathers, according to Ibrahim (2006), are forces with the propensity to deliver the 

predetermined outcome in any political contest. Godfathers fund political party operations 

and election campaigns, according to Akpan (2004), through frivolous and inflated 

government contracts, as well as the facilitation of the appointment of cronies to high-

ranking public positions, and then get returns from the beneficiaries.  

 

It is crucial to note that godfatherism during the first republic, had substantial operational 

and moral differences between with the crude form that is used in recent years. According 

to Gambo (2007), political leaders in the past carefully and methodically nurtured godsons 

who they believed would improve the welfare of the general populace. Sir Ahmadu Bello 

of the NPC, Dr. Nnamdi Azikwe of the NCNC and Chief Obafemi Awolowo of the 

AG were reportedly inspired to do so, not to use godsons as proxies to endorse insular 

desires, but to encourage the developmental needs of a growing population. Rendering 

further, Gambo clarified that, because they did not misuse their godfatherly authority by 

forcing excessive expectations on their godsons, as is the case with today's crop of political 

godfathers; they functioned as a vast pool of expertise and experience that could be 

consulted as needed. The fact that they had enormous power in society provided sufficient 

gratification for them, and this in turn ultimately resulted in a wave of goodwill and 

admiration for them. The first generation godfathers were primarily charitable and 

progressive in nature; and in terms of governance, their positions on political matters were 

seldom challenged in the different parts of the country.  

 

In conclusion, as Nigeria prepares for another general election to enthrone a new set of 

political leaders and representatives, this is the time to build consensus on the need for 

genuine change of political attitude. Conversely, while the circumstances that precipitated 

and sustained Nigeria's problems are complex and intricate, exercising influence over their 

resolution is even more difficult. To recondition Nigerian democracy in the face of 

aggregated failures, poverty, systemic issues, and deeply embedded distrust; the country's 

system and institutions must be overhauled; as well as the political class and electorate 

that is more focused on short-term partisan interests rather than long-term national 

interests. 
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