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Abstract 
This paper explores the pervasive influence of God-fatherism in Nigeria politics 

and it’s detrimental effects on electoral processes, leading to widespread 

irregularities. Through a review of literature and empirical evidence, it highlights 

the mechanism through which godfathers exert control over political actors and 

electoral outcomes, undermining democracy and fostering corruption. The paper 

concludes with recommendations for combating godfatherism and promoting 

integrity in Nigeria. 
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Introduction 
Electoral irregularities refer to any 

deviation from established electoral 

procedures that could compromise the 

fairness, transparency, or integrity of an 

election. These irregularities can include 

voter fraud, ballot tempering, coercion, 

intimidation, suppression of voter 

turnout, discrepancies in vote counting 

and violation of electoral laws or 

regulations. They undermine the 

democratic process and can lead to 

contested election results. 

Godfatherism on the other hand, refers to 

a system in which powerful individuals or 
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groups exert significant influence over political processes, often through patronage 

networks financial support and control over key resources. These “godfathers” 

typically dictates political decisions, candidate selection, and policy agendas, shaping 

the political landscape to serve their own interest. This phenomenon is particularly 

prevalent in regions with weak institutions and high levels of corruption, where 

political power and economic resources are concentrated in the hands of a few 

influential figures. 

Godfatherism has entrenched itself as a formidable force in Nigerian politics, exerting 

significant influence over electoral processes and outcomes. Steaming from a culture 

of political patronage, godfatherism involves powerful individuals or groups wielding 

control over politicians through financial support, endorsements, and strategic 

alliances. While godfatherism is not unique to Nigeria, it’spervasive presence poses a 

significant challenge to the country’s democratic aspirations, perpetuating electoral 

irregularities and undermining the credibility of the electoral process. 

 

HISTORICAL ROOTS OF GODFATHERISIM 

The origin of godfatherism in Nigeria can be traced back to the post-independence era, 

characterized by a nascent democratic system and intense competition for political 

power. Influential figures emerged within political parties, leveraging their wealth, 

networks and connections to cultivate a loyal following among aspiring politicians. 

Over time, these godfathers solidified their grips on power, by strategically positioning 

themselves as kingmakers, determining the fate of candidates in elections. 

 

MECHANISMS OF GODFATHERISM 

Godfatherism operates through various mechanisms that consolidate the power and 

influence of political godfathers. Financial patronage plays a central role as godfathers 

provide fundings for electoral campaigns, thereby exerting control over candidates 

indebted to them. Additionally, godfathers leverage their networks within political 

parties and state institutions to ensure the nomination and election of their preferred 

candidates, often at the expense of meritocracy and democratic principles. 

 

CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION 

Godfatherism: A pervasive phenomenon in Nigeria politics has long been identified 

as a primary catalyst for electoral irregularities. In the Nigerian context, godfatherism 
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refers to the undue influence wielded by powerful political figures over the electoral 

process, often resulting in skewed outcomes that undermine the principles of 

democracy. 

Electoral irregularities: Electoralirregularities ranging from voter intimidation to 

ballot box stuffing thrive under the umbrella of godfatherism. These irregularities 

serve the interests of the godfathers and their proteges, perpetuating a cycle of 

corruption and disenfranchisement among the populace. 

Nigeria: A multi-Anglophone country with over 200 million people in West Africa, 

despite it’s aspirations for democratic governance, continues to grapple with the 

detrimental effects of godfatherism on it’s electoral system. This entrenched system 

erodes the foundation of democracy by subverting the will of the people, in favour of 

the political elites. 

Political patronage:This is another byproduct of godfatherism which further 

exacerbates electoral irregularities by fostering a culture of dependency and loyalty 

among politicians. Those who benefit from patronage are often complicit in upholding 

the status quo, thereby perpetuating a system of corruption and impunity. 

 

CONSEQUENCES OF GODFATHERISM 

The prevalence of godfatherism in Nigeria has profound implication for the integrity 

of the electoral process and the functioning of democracy. Electoral violence, vote 

buying and manipulation of electoral outcomes are commonly associated with 

godfatherism, as godfathers employ coercive tactics to maintain their grip on power. 

Moreover, the concentration of political power in the hands of a few godfathers stifles 

political competition, undermines the accountability of elected officials and 

perpetuates a cycle of corruption and impunity. 

 

CASE STUDIES:  

Godfatherism in action: Examining specific case studies provides insight into the 

modus operandi of godfathers and their impact on the electoral processes. Instances of 

godfatherism in states such as Lagos, Rivers and Anambra highlights the extent to 

which political dynamics have emerged with godfathers exercising control over 

successive administrations and manipulating electoral outcomes to suit their interests. 

These above case studies underscore the urgent need for reform to curb the excesses 

of godfatherism and promote democratic governance. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Three political theories have been carefully selected for a proper analysis of the topic 

“godfatherism” and its impact on electoral irregularities in Nigeria. 

 

NEOPATRIMONIALISM:  

This theory focuses on the domination of political systems by personalized networks 

of power, where political leaders distribute favour and resources in exchange for 

loyalty. In Nigeria, godfatherism often operates within this neopatrimonial framework 

with political godfathers exerting significant influence over electoral processes in 

exchange for support and patronage. 

 

CLIENTELISM:  

This theory highlights the exchange of goods and services for political support. In the 

context of Nigeria, godfathers often act as political patron, providing resources and 

support to their “clients” in exchange for loyalty and political obedience which can 

lead to electoral process. 

 

RENTIER STATE THEORY:  

Nigeria’s dependence on oil revenue, creates a rentier state where access to state 

resources becomes crucial for political survival. Godfathers often control access to 

these resources leading to electoral manipulation and irregularities as politicians rely 

on their patronage networks to secure electoral victory. 

 

STRATEGIES FOR REFORMS 

Addressing the scourge of godfatherism in Nigeria requires a multifaceted approach, 

that targets it’s root causes and strengthens democratic institutions. Electoral reforms 

aimed at enhancing transparency, accountability and inclusivity, are essential to 

reducing the influence of godfathers in the electoral process. 

Strengthening regulatory mechanisms, enforcing campaign, finance laws, and 

promoting civic education are vital steps towards fostering a more level playing field 

for political competition. Additionally, efforts to diversify the economy and reduce 

dependence on patronage politics can help weaken the grip of godfathers on the 

political landscape. 
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CONCLUSION 

Godfatherism remains a significant obstacle to the consolidation of democracy in 

Nigeria, perpetuating electoral irregularities and undermining the credibility of the 

electoral process. By understanding its historical roots, mechanisms and 

consequences, policy makers can devise effective strategies for reforms that promotes 

transparency, accountability and democratic governance. Ultimately, the eradication 

of godfatherism is essential to realizing the full potential of Nigeria’s democratic 

aspirations and fostering a more inclusive and equitable society. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

If the strategies for reforms of this paper are adhered to by the Nigerian government, 

it could bring about: 

1) Strengthen political institutions in the country by enhancing the independence 

and effectiveness of electoral bodies, anti-corruption agencies and the judiciary 

to reduce the influence of godfathers. 

2) Legislative reforms: Enact laws that limit the financial contributions of 

individuals to political parties and campaigns, thereby reducing the power of 

godfathers who often use their wealth to control politicians. 

3) Civic Education: Promote civic education programmes to raise awareness 

among citizens about the negative impacts of godfatherism on democracy and 

encourage active participation in the political process. 

4) Transparency and Accountability: Implement measures to ensure 

transparency in campaign, financing and political party operations. This 

includes regular audit and public disclosure of financial records. 

5) Youth Involvement: Engage and empower young people in politics to create 

a new generation of leaders who are not beholden to godfathers and are 

committed to transparency and accountability. 

6) Empowerment of Political Parties: Encourage internal democracy within 

political parties by promoting fair and transparent party primaries and 

candidate selection processes. This reduces the reliance of politicians on 

godfathers for support. 

7) Media Freedom: Safeguard freedom of the press and support investigative 

journalism to expose the activities of godfathers and hold them accountable. 
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8) Legal Enforcement: Enforce existing laws and regulations that prohibits 

political manipulations and corruption holding both godfathers and their 

protégé accountable for any illegal activities. 
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