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Abstract 

The operation of democracy in Nigeria is worrisome. Political parties and civil 

societies are by all means the reputable apparatus of modern democracy. Democracy 

consolidation is possible when there is respect for rule of law, participatory 

democratic institutions, presence of institutions supporting and surrounding elections. 

Political parties are expected to play a mediatory role between the electorate and the 

government, educate the electorate and to have a workable ideology. Civil societies are 

the watchdog of democracy; they act constitutionally to make the government in 

power remain focused and act constitutionally. The essay concludes by noting that 

political parties need to have a clear-cut ideology; political culture should be 

institutionalized; and civil society should operate without government intrusion 
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Introduction 

The state exercises authority over its citizens by the compliance of the citizens and the 

responsibilities of the government. Civil society acts so that the government of the day 

remains focused and acts constitutionally. Civil society exists mainly to defend 

democracy in the state. It is the watchdog of democracy. It protects the right of the 

citizens. But in a rogue state, civil societies are not heard, least of all do they challenge 

the government in power. According to Agbor (2015), civil society in a rogue state is 

signing pact with death. This implies that, in a rogue state, what preoccupies the mind 

of the citizenry is how to occupy power and loot state treasury, not the welfare of 

citizens. 

 

Political parties are markers of democracy. They play a key role in the political 

stability of a country, and they are the backbone and fertile ground for political 

stability in any society. In the case of Nigeria, political parties have failed because the 

central argument is the execution of their political manifesto and lack of political 
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ideology. This essay seeks to explore the roles of civil societies and political parties in 

consolidation of democracy in Nigeria. The essay will also identify and explain the 

constraints of civil societies and political parties in consolidating democracy in 

Nigeria. 

 

Civil Society as Watch Dog of Democracy 

Whenever civil society is mentioned what comes into people’s mind is the ‘opposition 

to the state’; in other words, that civil society is in constant confrontation with the 

state. In this context, civil society is used in checking the excessive power and 

authority of leaders in democratic society and the abuse of human right. In the context 

of this paper, however, civil society connotes the following:  

i. The aggregate of non-governmental organizations and institutions that 

manifests the interests and will of citizens, and  

ii. Individuals and organizations in a society which are independent of 

government.  

Civil society, as seen in this paper, means an independent body which is not in the 

control of government or in affiliation with government. Civil society ensures that the 

government lives up to their responsibilities of providing the basic social amenities for 

the citizens. 

 

According to Okon (2000), civil society refers to formal and informal organizations 

including social movements which occupy the non-state sphere of the public realm. 

They include various public sector non-governmental organizations (NGO), such as 

voluntary activity groups, self-help, labour, civil liberty, and prodemocracy 

organizations. For Antonio (1990), civil society produces the dominant ideologies of 

the time. This occurs because of overlapping associations between leaders of civil 

society and the owners of the means of production in a given society.  

 

The role of civil society in democracy consolidation is enormous. It ranges from 

checking the government of the day; making them remain focused; and offering 

constructive criticism. According to Almond & Verba (1989), civil societies are the 

political element of political organizations which facilitate better awareness and a 

more informed citizenry, who make better voting choices, participate in politics, and 

hold government more accountable as a result. They further stress that these 

organizations have often been considered micro-constitutions because they accustom 

participants (electorate) to the formalities of democratic decision making. Robert, 

Leonardi, Nanetti, & Raffaella (2004) also argue that even non-political organizations 
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in civil society are vital for democracy. This is because they build social capital, trust 

and shared values, which are transferred into political sphere and help to hold society 

together, facilitating an understanding of interconnectedness of society and interests 

within it. 

 

Civil society even with the above-stated roles is to blame, to some degree, for the lack 

of funding, poverty, and corruption in state institutions. They are compromised by the 

people in power. This is because, sometimes, the people in government fund the civil 

society organizations. In this situation, instead of being the watchdog of democracy, 

the civil society turns to be the watchdog of politicians or government in power. Owing 

to this, Jai (2004) describes civil society as a neo-colonial project driven by global 

elites in their own interest. Agbor (2015), in the same vein, refers to them as 

‘syndicated NGOs’. Civil society are to monitor elections to ensure credibility and that 

vote counts, but this essence has been defeated as civil society or groups now seize 

this opportunity to make money or lobby for positions in government.  

 

According to Okon (2000), the following are the roles or functions civil society plays in 

consolidating democracy:  

i. Primarily, civil society is to educate the electorate concerning their voting 

power. 

ii. Serve as ultimate check to state power and intervene 

iii. Upholding of accountability of those in government 

iv. Defending individual and collective right as well as popular sovereignty 

against state intrusion. 

 Civil societies are saddle to the responsibility of educating the voters on 

electioneering process. The need to vote and defend their votes , engaging  the 

government on constructive criticism to keep the government of the day on their feet 

but to also differ from this, civil society are also praise singers as they have deviate 

from their core responsibility but to chasse ‘Ghana must go bags’. 

   

Political Parties and Democracy Consolidation in Nigeria 

Democratic consolidation is a process whereby a new democracy matures, in a way 

that it is unlikely to revert to authoritarianism without an external shock. According to 

institutionalization theorists of democracy consolidation, the process by which a 

democracy becomes consolidated involves the creation and improvement of 

secondary institutions of the democracy. For example, Linz and Stepan (2016) observe 

that democracy is consolidated by the presence of the institutions supporting and 
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surrounding elections (for example, rule of law, transparency in the conduct of 

election, accountability on the part of electoral commission, etc.). On the other hand, 

the informal rule theorists in the likes of O’Donnell believe “that the 

institutionalization of electoral rule is not the most interesting feature of democratic 

consolidation, but to compare the formal institutional rules (for example, the 

constitution with the informal practices of actors)” (O’Donnell 1996). From the view of 

O’Donnell, consolidation of democracy is only possible when actors in the system 

follow the formal rules of the democratic institution: individual liberty, respect for 

human right, freedom of speech (press), etc.  

 

Putnam and Fukuyama (1981) believes that political capital needs to be accrued to 

consolidate a democracy. They claim that the key to consolidation is political culture. 

All these imply that political parties and civil societies as apparatus of democracy have 

a role to play in democracy consolidation. Having looked at civil societies, we now 

examine the concept of political party. 

 

According to Woll (1989), political party is an organized group of citizens with 

common interest usually manifested in a political ideology whose aim is to capture 

public office in an electoral competition with one or more other similar organized 

groups in their struggle to capture or retain government powers or authority with the 

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

country’s economic resources. The driving motive of political parties is the capture 

and control of power, to authoritatively allocate resources. For example, appointments 

into various positions are done based on party loyalty and not competency making the 

appointee accountable to his party/godfather instead of the masses. Edmund (2001), 

as cited in Joseph and Anderson (2001), views political party as a body of men united, 

for promoting by their joint endeavor principles which they are all agreed. Thus, a 

political party is an association of like-minds who agree on the purpose for which state 

power should be used. Since the concern of political party is the use of state power, 

therefore, a political party is a characteristic of state (Kamal, 2008). This implies that 

political party is a phenomenon of the epoch of the state in human society. The state 

works not for the benefit of the citizenry but few elites.  

 

As pointed out by Marx (1848), the state is but the management of the common affairs 

of the bourgeoisie. The state is fundamentally the instrument of the elites, who 

partially or fully own these political parties. According to the former Ambassador to 

Nigeria, John Campbell (1998-2000), those that hold power do not want it to change, 
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they wants to hold on to it to impoverish the people so as to determine and define the 

waves and directions of politics, since they do not have jobs, factory or industry, its 

only politics the job they can do best. This is not healthy for a society like Nigeria who 

wants to consolidate democracy. Agreeing to this, Omoyibo (2000) observes that the 

state in Africa ever since its existence has played an active role in the distribution and 

redistribution of resources. This pivotal role has stripped it of its necessary 

democratic principles in some cases.  

 

Elaborating on this Toyo (1983) sees political party as an association of like minds 

who agree on the purposes for which state power should be used. For Remi (1999) 

political parties are a means of organizing the people so that they can select from 

themselves an elite group which will control the process of public decision-making on 

their behalf. From Remi’s assertion, the political party is a platform where people seek 

elective positions and the electorates in turn vote for candidate of their choice to 

represent them. Herbert (1962) defines political party as a system of interdependent 

activities characterized by a high degree of rational direction of behavior towards ends 

that are objects of common acknowledgement and expectations. Subsequently, Joseph 

(2007) sees political party as “a universally adopted tool for mobilizing large numbers 

of persons to engage in forms of political participation, voluntary or coerced, that are 

not limited to voting”. So far, from the definitions above, political parties have 

responsibilities of mobilizing, educating the electorate and presenting candidates for 

selective positions during election.  

 

According to Shola (2010), political parties have a responsibility to present candidates 

for elections, with the primary aim of capturing political power for the furtherance of 

the common good. This responsibility becomes much more challenging, tasking and 

arduous in plural societies where it is often difficult to build societal consensus on 

critical national questions. This implies that political parties must live up to their 

expectations in the society by having ideologies and executing their party manifestoes. 

Shola further stresses that the responsibilities of political parties come in three levels: 

electoral- related functions, government-related functions, and linkage-related 

functions. According to Benjamin (2008) electorate-related functions entail political 

representation, expression of people’s demands through interest articulation and 

aggregation, and the simplification and structuring of electoral choice. They also 

include the integration of voters into the system through political education and 

mobilization. Government-related functions include making government accountable 

by effectively implementing party policies (ideologies) and exercising control over 
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government administration. The party plays a mediatory role between the 

government and the electorate. According to Adigun (1999), they do this by 

aggregating and channeling public interests and recruiting and training political 

leaders. 

 

For political parties to make this happen, they must have ideology which is 

fundamental to their existence. In Nigeria, the reverse is the case as most of the 

political parties if not all have no ideology. Ideology is important for the progress of 

any nation. According to Takaya (1983), the inability of Nigeria to achieve progress in 

terms of economic development, national integration, stability, social cohesion, 

cultural assimilation, and ethical probity can only be explained by the absence of a 

single rallying ideology. This assertion indicates the reason political parties have failed 

in consolidating democracy. It is largely hinged on lack of unified and purposeful 

national ideology. The political parties are rooted in ethnicity, sentiment, regionalism, 

etc. On this, Awosika observes that party politics is poisonous. It is the politics of war 

not of peace; of acrimony and hatred and mudslinging not love and brotherhood; of 

anarchy and discord not of orderliness and concord; it is politics of cleavages, divisions 

and disunity and not of cooperation, consensus and unity; it is politics of hypocrisy 

and charlatanism not of integrity and patriotism; it is politics of rascality, not of 

maturity, of blackmail and near gansterism not of constructive and honest 

contribution (Political Bureau, 1997). 

 

According to Nwafor-Orizu (2014), the role of political parties in democracies are 

always trivialized – simply charged with fielding candidates for elective positions, 

campaigning for these candidates, canvassing for votes from the masses and getting 

their candidates elected to form government. Yet, political parties are primarily faced 

with the responsibility of creating competitive ideologies based on the yearning of the 

people in general. He further stresses that these ideologies must be embedded in the 

socio-economic realities of the people that will motivate their support as electorates. 

In any democracy the people stand as the most important factor in the determination 

of who governs them, not who knows the presidency or INEC boss.  

 

Arguing from this point of view, it is disheartening that most political parties in 

Nigeria lack this fundamental principle, none of these parties have the ideology to win 

the vote of the masses. Political parties have failed in consolidating democracy as they 

have shallow ideology based on individualism and regionalism, lack of 

institutionalization of party system, lack of political culture, ethnicity cleavages and 
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corruption which is from time memorial. Omo (2001) laments that what we have in 

Nigeria today, since 1999, as political parties are just political parties in name. They 

are difficult to place in terms of origin, structure, organization and function.  

 

Conclusion  

The Nigeria political sphere needs internal boost and driving wheel to make it work. 

Political parties need to have clear-cut ideologies. They need to be institutionalized 

with political culture and without government interference, corruption and undue 

quest for power. The political parties and civil society in Nigeria have become 

breeding ground for looters, who constantly decamp if the current government is not 

in their favour and when they feel threatened by the apparatus of the state. Decamping 

and blame game is the order of day in Nigeria politics. 

 

Recommendation 

After a careful analysis of this subject matter and the different views of scholars on 

that, this paper suggests the following for proper consolidation of democracy in 

Nigeria. 

i. There is need to seek for political leaders with vision and purpose. 

ii. There is need for civil society to also act neutral to ensure the government is 

put on its feet to deliver dividends of democracy to it citizenry. 

iii. There is need to seek leaders who are creative and innovative for the 

consolidation of democracy. 
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