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Abstract 
Throughout many nations and centuries of history, democracy has facilitated 

political and socio-economic growth even more successfully than any other 

political structure. Political corruption, racial politics, the politicking of key 

government policies and programs and the politics of godfatherism have been 

described in Nigeria. The country has experienced a heightened pace in the politics 

of godfatherism since the restoration of democratic rule in 1999 to date, which not 

only retards the democratic consolidation process, but also undermines effective 

state governance and limits rather than broadens democratic representation. 

Godfatherism is one of the greatest glitches facing the Nigerian political system. 

This paper therefore, attempts a reflection on the nature, causes and effect of 

godfatherism on Nigeria’s nascent democracy. We anchored our investigation on 

some basic propositions arising from the elite theory and argue that politics of 

godfatherism negates peaceful coexistence, law and order and poses a threat to the 

Nigeria’s nascent democracy. This theoretical paper essentially draws its 

argument from secondary evidence, like journal articles, textbooks and Internet 

sources. In view of the theoretical findings, the required conclusion and 

recommendations were given.  

 

Key words: Godfatherism, Democracy, Elections, Good governance, national 

development etc 

 

Introduction  

Intermediary, mentoring, benevolence, and funding and sponsorship are associated with 

the notion of godfatherism. The definition is a philosophy in a political environment that 

is championed by the idea that some people have significant means to decide arbitrarily 
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who gets the ticket of a party to run for an election and who succeeds in the electoral 

contest. Gambo (2009) claims that godfathers are men who have the power and control to 

determine both who is nominated for contextual elections and who wins the election. 

 

In this sense, Godfatherism means that office seekers are linked to a person who is assumed 

to have the capacity in an electoral contest to deliver a desired result. It is the tradition of 

finding a political father to help cultivate one's political ambitions. In order to connote the 

power and control of people who are politically relevant in determining who is nominated 

to contest elections and who ultimately wins the election, Bassey and Enetak (2008) 

conceptualised godfatherism. Godfathers are highly mobile politically and can manipulate 

political support for the political party and/or candidate behind whom they put their 

political weight. 

 

Those who play the godfather are known as godfathers, while godsons are known as those 

who profit from their benevolence. The rise of godfatherism in Nigerian partisan politics 

dates back to the First Republic when godsons were carefully and meticulously cultivated 

by representatives of the three major political parties (Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), 

Action Group (AG) and National Congress of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) that they were 

persuaded that the well-being of the citizens would be advanced.  

 

Ahmadu Bello of NPC, Nnamdi Azikiwe of the NCNC and Obafemi Awolowo of the AG 

were inspired to do so, according to Uzoamaka (2010), not to use godsons as surrogates to 

advance parochial interests, but to promote people's developmental aspirations. The first 

generation godfathers, unlike the present crop of political godfathers, were inherently 

benign and egalitarian because, as is the case today, they did not misuse their status as 

godfathers by making frivolous demands on their godsons.  

 

In Nigeria, godfathers are simply seen to be men who individually have the power to 

decide both who are nominated to contest elections and who win in a state. Those in the 

Bureaucracy who are working and those who earn robust posts and deployments. In all 

the scepters of Nigerian politics and bureaucracy, there is no gainsaying that godfatherism 

is firmly founded. In modern Nigeria, it has now come to be a guiding principle. 

 

Literature Review and theoretical framework 

Ajayi (2005) claims that a 'godfather' is a kingmaker, manager, mentor, and principal, while 

a 'godfather' is the beneficiary and receiver of a godfather's legacy. A godfather is someone 

who has generated in the community unimaginable love and supporters, and has a well-

organized political base and general recognition from all and all.  
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Ayoade (2007) argues that, in its basic form, godfatherism is a concept used to describe the 

bond between a godfather and a godson. The godfathers vary slightly from the sponsors 

of the mafia and elections. In politics, mafianism consists of formidable powerful blocs 

with immense influence in society, the Kaduna Mafia (Bala and Tyoden, 1987).  

 

It comprises of coalition of strong socioeconomic and political elites that share similar 

value system, and under an organized structure. In most cases, there are always godfathers 

who control the affairs of the mafia. Godfathers are powerful individuals who determine 

who, what, when and how, in the corridors of power and employment in the bureaucracy. 

Many godfathers in the present-day Nigeria operates like the mafia by displaying similar 

violent scheming and aggressive politicking, coupled with manipulating devices of having 

their way by any means. They rely on Machiavelli’s slogan, ‘the end justifies the means’. 

Godfathers reign across all spheres of the society: academics, legal and religion 

environments. There are professors who determine who joins the academia. The 

relationship between godfather and godson in employment and politics claims the 

monopolitistic use of the term godfatherism; the ‘ism’ makes it political. Godfatherism 

thrives across the globe. There is hardly any state devoid of the existence and influence of 

godfathers, though the level of such influence varies. In America, the political candidates 

wiggle around seeking group and individual endorsements for their candidacy. Also in 

other advanced countries, group influence and endorsement could be more valuable than 

a powerful individual (Ajayi, 2005). The fact remains that prominent members of the 

society still influence the recruitment process either into the bureaucracy or political office.  

 

Tracing the roots of godfatherism in Nigeria  

According to Udo (2011), the roots of godfatherism in Nigeria may be traced to Christianity 

where godparents are chosen as surrogates to assist biological (or adopted) parents raised 

to become adults who fear God and abide by the law. Many individuals had godparents 

who helped form their moral growth, and their godfathers raised those whose parents died 

early. 

 

In the pre-World War II period, Robin (2010) also traced the roots of godfatherism in 

politics to the city of Chicago in the United States of America,' when politicians were 

supported by the leaders of criminal gangs in elections, manipulated the results to get them 

elected and, in exchange, obtained security and contracts from their political godsons.  

 

The rise of godfatherism in Nigerian bureaucracy and partisan politics dates back to the 

first republic when godsons were carefully and meticulously cultivated by representatives 

of the three major political parties (Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), Action Group (AG) 
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and National Congress of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) who were persuaded that they would 

advance citizens' well-being. Sir, Ahmadu Bello of the NPC, Dr, Nnamdi Azikiwe of the 

NCNC and Chief Obafemi Awolowo of the AG were inspired, according to Egboh (2009), 

to do so not to use godsons as surrogates to advance parochial interests, but to encourage 

people's developmental aspirations.  

 

Unlike the present crop of political godfathers, the first generation godfathers were 

essentially benevolent and progressive because they did not abuse their status as 

godfathers by imposing frivolous demands on their godsons whom they provided 

employment or political space as it is the case today. They served as a huge reservoir of 

wisdom and experience to be consulted on the business of governance. Indeed, in a relative 

sense, the first generation godfathers were drawn by community sense of interest in 

seeking to influence political selection and employment into the public bureaucracy or 

seeking to influence the electorates to vote for some candidates of their choice. It was 

enough satisfaction for them that they wielded tremendous influence in the society and 

this inevitably generated a groundswell of goodwill and reverence for them as their views 

on political issues were scarcely contested in their respective regions of the Country. 

Corroborating the benevolence of the first generation godfathers, Ekezie (2009) argues that, 

understanding the role of politics as well as the military in an evolving country., Sir, 

Ahmadu Bello placed his godchildren in viable institutions and the rewards to the 

Northern Nigeria are today self-evidence; Chief Obafemi Awolowo was godfather to a 

large number of today’s Yoruba intelligentsia that have applied his teachings for the 

benefit of their region; also within the Ibo community, the late Sir Odumegwu Ojukwu, 

was godfather to Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe who rose to become the first Premier of the old 

Eastern Region and later emerged the first President of Nigeria under the defunct 

parliamentary arrangement.  

 

Causes of Politics of Godfatherism in Nigeria  

The cause of politics of godfatherism in Nigeria is not far-fetched. Former governor 

Chimaroke Nnamani, 2003 cited in Adeoye (2009) affirms that godfather is “an impervious 

guardian figure who provided the lifeline and direction to the godson, perceived to live a 

life of total submission, subservience and protection of the oracular personality located in 

the large, material frame of opulence, affluence and decisiveness, that is, if not 

ruthless…strictly, the godfather is simply a self-seeking individual out there to use the 

government for his own purposes”. The political godfathers in Nigeria build an array of 

loyalists around them and use their influence which is often tied to monetary 

considerations to manipulate the rest of the society. Ahmed and Ali (2019) posit that there 

are numerous factors that led to the politics of godfatherism in Nigeria, among which are 
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the power of incumbency, influence, political thugs, money politics, lack of political 

awareness, selfishness, greediness, lack of exposure, over-ambition, nepotism and politics 

of regionalism, etc. It is understood that corruptive tendencies intensify the economic base 

of the godfathers by making a wide diversity of difficulties in the politics and rule because 

the godfathers use their influence and money to place their godsons and wards in several 

position of power. So also, those in power use their position to decide the next to represent 

the interest of the citizens at all cost. For example, Governor Ifeanyi  Okowa turns Delta 

state to family business and gives four hundred million naira (N400, 000,000) to daughter’s 

office at the expense of the people. Also, the military incursion into politics aided the 

consolidation of godfatherism in Nigeria. High on the list of their misrule was the 

promotion of political and economic centralization, corruption; concentration of wealth in 

the hands of a few, allocation of much power to chief executive at all levels, making the 

position more attractive.  

 

Godfatherism and Sustainable Democracy 

The emergence of godfatherism posed great threat not only to good governance but also 

the sustainability of our nuisance democracy. 

 

Perhaps one of the most disturbing and damaging influence of godfatherism in Nigeria’s 

democracy was in domain of making nonsense of a truly free, fair and credible electoral 

process in which the electorates by right are expected to freely elect people of their choice 

into public office to represent their interests. Indeed, the privilege of electing people of 

their choice into public office was denied given the situation in which godfathers foisted 

candidates of their preference on the generality of the people. This is to say the least very 

inimical to the tenets of democratic rule. When public office holders would not be 

accountable to the people, who at any rate did not count in their elections into public office. 

Invariably, the loyalty of such public office holders would be tilted towards their 

godfathers and this in itself negates one of the critical attributes of democracy which is 

responsive and transparent government. This scenario is also inimical to good governance 

and political stability which are predicated on the rule of law, due process, accountability 

and transparency in the management of public business. The emergence of godfatherism 

has also robbed the citizens of the privilege of enjoying the dividends of democratic 

governance in the sense that the- would be government became reluctant to initiate and 

implement policies that would advance the wellbeing of the generality of the citizens. This 

was as a result of the fact that godfatherism in Nigeria was basically predatory in nature. 

The primary reason for entering politics was born of the need to obtain capital from the 

government coffers to which their godsons swayed. The lean financial resource 

attributable to the state from the federation account, which was supposed to boost citizens' 
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living standards, was therefore of paramount interest to them. Hell was let loose in cases 

where the godsons declined to resolve their godfathers upon reflection as agreed upon 

before securing public office.  

 

Godfatherism in Delta State Nigeria   

Edwin Clark and James Ibori were the political gladiator/godfathers of Delta politics. 

Edwin Clark was one of the godfathers that brought Ibori into office as Governor of Delta 

state in 1999. Edwin Clark were busy building grass root politics why Ibori was busy 

looting and building individual in Delta state. Ibori became a force and an ideology in 

Delta state politics. Till date his royalty is beyond boundaries.  

 

James Onanefe Ibori went into politics in 1990 as a member of the National Republican 

Convention (NRC). He contested the Governorship elections under the platform of the 

PDP which he won on the 9th of January, 1999. In line with the law of Nigeria, Ibori swore 

under oath that he had no previous criminal convictions. It was reported that he succeeded 

in doing this by using the false birth certificate and passport that he used for a mortgage 

application in London. In 2003, he was re-elected as Governor of Delta state for another 

four-year term. 

 

His strength and popularity was tested when he impose his cousin Emmanuel Udaughan 

as Governor of Delta state. This was the turning point in the political empire. Uduaghan 

was imposed on the people of Delta State in order to cover the monumental corruption 

recorded under the regime of Ibori. 

 

Political opponents and traditional rulers felt that the action of Ibori was an affront to the 

people of Delta State who were robbed of their right to choose their leaders. It was this 

situation that led to the dispute between godfather Edwin Clark and godfather James Ibori. 

 

In the following Governorship election, Emmanuel Udaughan seriously attempted to 

impose Tony Chuks Obuh to succeed him as Governor in 2015. Uduaghan played the 

godfather role to Obuh who was already being addressed as the Governor-in-waiting. 

However Ibori have already anointed Okowa while in prison in London and wormed that 

the next successor after Uduaghan should be Okowa.  

 

However, the mysterious political maneuvering of another PDP aspirant Senator Arthur 

Ifeanyi Okowa turned the political table in a manner described as unbelievable. Okowa 

won the primary election and he eventually won the 2015 governorship election under 

controversial circumstances which was finally decided in court to his favour.  
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Evidences of Ibori's corrupt practices between May 1999  May 2007 when he was Governor, 

were sent to the Nigerian Economic and Financial Crimes Commission and to the police 

of the United Kingdom who already had criminal indictments against Ibori. This case 

could not see the light of day in Nigeria. He was charged with 170 count cases by the EFCC 

but pleaded not guilty. He was discharged and acquitted.  

 

In London the Southwark Crown Court charged him for fraud estimated at £50m ($77m). 

Ibori pleaded guilty as he admitted to 10 counts of money laundry and conspiracy which 

resulted in his being jailed for 13 years in 2012. His alleged loot could be described as 

diverse and unquantifiable. 

 

In the course of delivering judgment, Judge Pitts said: "It was during those two terms that 

you turned yourself in short order into a multi-millionaire through corruption and theft in your 

powerful position as Delta state governor." 

 

Though he was in prison, Ibori was still considered as a political leader. Political aspirants 

visited him to get his blessing for their respective elections throughout Delta State. Even 

in prison, James Onanefe Ibori was a godfather of the politics of Delta state. When James 

Ibori was finally released from prison after serving his jail term, it was evident that he was 

still a respected godfather in the politics of the State. This was so because he put several 

persons in positions of authority and they continued to be loyal to him. His residence in 

London became a political destination where his godsons and political allies went on 

pilgrimage to pay him homage. His home town of Oghara went agog when he finally 

arrived home as huge celebrations and countless visitations were held in honour of him 

who admitted to have stolen from the people! Governor Ifeanyi Okowa quickly re-aligned 

with Ibori who wasted no time in endorsing him for a second term in office. Politicians 

who were members of APC quickly decamped to PDP immediately Ibori was released 

from prison. Federal and State legislators, local government Chairmen and political office 

holders took turn to re-align, pay obeisance and reaffirm their loyalty to Ibori. In Delta 

state Ibori is a force to reckon with, for he determines who get what, when and how in 

Delta state.  

 

Theoretical Framework  

This paper adopts elite theory in examining the overbearing influence of godfatherism on 

Nigerian nascent democratic experiences. Vilfredo Pareto developed the theory in 1935. 

The supposition of the theory is that power is rotated among the elites at the expense of 

the masses or electorates. As Pareto (26) argued, the political elites insulate and isolate 

themselves from their society and try as much as possible to reproduce themselves from 
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within. They do all possible within their reach to ensure that non-elites do not join their 

membership. To ensure this, the political elites maintain a safe, functional distance from 

the rest of the society. They reproduce themselves on an individual and selective basis in 

a process, which Pareto specifically referred to as the ‘circulation of elites’. The criteria for 

such elite recruitment are often parochial and the process is usually done in a manner that 

does not in any way compromise the traditional integrity of the dominant elite class. Pareto 

further argued that the dominant class often tries to frustrate any efforts at the ‘collective 

circulation of elites’ and would rather support individual recruitment. However, Mosca 

(1939) disagrees with Pareto that elite recruitment is only possible on an individual basis. 

He believes in the possibility of one social class replacing another and posited that it is 

possible for a non-elite member to join the elite class through ‘collective social mobility’. 

This refers to the status that people attain because of their social, economic and 

professional efforts. Mosca also believes that there exists already in many societies of the 

world a group of people that could be referred to as ‘sub-elite’. These people facilitate 

communication between the elite and the non-elite and are thus potential tools for 

relatively large-scale elite recruitment. This argument makes it possible for both sub-elite 

and non-elite to become recruited into the political elite class in Nigeria. The elite theory 

sees elites as players governing the state and national resources, and occupying key 

positions related to power networks. Thus, the perception of elite class is more carefully 

connected to “the Webern knowledge of power, understood as the competence of 

executing one’s will, even against the will of the general populous” Godfatherism serves 

as a medium for such selective elite recruitment in Nigeria. The resultant effects of the 

above in Nigeria polity are under-development, abject poverty, acute youth 

unemployment, poor health prospects and misinterpretation of what politics ought to be. 

The relevance of the elite theory to this paper is based on its ability to justify how the 

transition of people into the political elite class is facilitated by politics of godfatherism. 

Liberalism, as we have experienced in Nigeria, promotes extreme elitist democracy and 

money-inspired electioneering system, leaving the masses as ‘onlooker’ and keep denying 

Nigerians the much-needed institutional, socio-economic and political advancement . The 

elite theory is very much concerned with structures, especially authority structure. It is 

based on the assumption that elite action has a causal effect on the relationship between 

the state and society since the elites have greater influence/control of the state than the 

masses. According to Mosca (1939), elite theory points to the concentration of power in the 

hands of a minority group which ‘perform all political functions, monopolizes power and 

enjoys the advantages that power brings’. Thus public policy may be viewed as the value 

and preferences of governing elites. The Nigerian polity represents a situation where the 

welfare of the citizenry is grossly mortgaged for the interests of a few politicians and their 
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mentors (godfathers). The electorates are impoverished the more, and the corrupt rich 

godfathers are enriching themselves the more   

 

Conclusion  

This paper was able to show that godfatherism politics is an impediment to the nascent 

democracy in Nigeria. It has gained popularity in the country's electoral politics and 

governance and has assumed a dominant function. As a consequence, corruption is 

promoted, acute unemployment, electoral malpractice, abject poverty and political 

instability are developed. Not only good governance, but also the socio-economic and 

political growth and stability of democratic governance were greatly threatened by the 

patron-client relationship. In the fourth republic of Nigeria, one of the most alarming and 

destructive influences of godfatherism was in the field of making nonsense of a genuinely 

open, equal and reliable democratic process in which right-wing voters are supposed to 

freely elect candidates of their choosing to represent their interests in public office. Our 

political leaders and their mentors (godfathers) exploit the constitutive and regulative 

instrument for credible democratic competition in order to achieve their goals. Credible 

elections are required in order to stem the country's tide of political decline and 

regeneration. This is because, in the opinion of the apologists of liberal democracy, 

democracy is on its way to consolidation once elections are right and lasting peace and 

security will be instituted in the country as a consequence. Credible elections, in essence, 

generate security, political stability and socio-economic development.  

 

Recommendations  

Therefore, based on the above, this paper makes the following recommendations to reduce 

the impact of godfatherism on the nascent democracy of Nigeria. Without recourse to the 

patron-client relationship, the country needs a purposeful leadership that has a vision of 

how to put its citizens at the core of the political project and sees the conquest of political 

power as not an end in itself, but a way to serve the common interest of its people 

regardless of their ethnic origin. In short, Nigeria's political and socio-economic growth 

will continue to be a mirage before a morally sound, dedicated and patriotic leadership 

emerges to lead people honestly with the characteristics of integrity, accountability, and 

people-oriented policies and programs. 

 

Godfatherism policies should be prevented and our political organization should be 

strengthened to prevent central government policies and services from the politics of 

godfatherism. The use of evoting should be introduced by the Independent National 

Electoral Commission (INEC) for all elections in the country to curb electoral scams. This 

would go a long way to minimize the manipulation of elections and also allow aspirants 
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of interest to run for any place of their choice without offering an alliance to the godfathers 

for a guaranteed winning ticket.  

 

To reduce the financing of political parties and their candidates by individuals and 

corporate organizations, the electoral laws in Nigeria should be reformed. In abrogating 

the phenomenon of godfatherism, this will go a long way and democracy will flourish in 

the region. Nigeria's elections continue to suffer gross irregularities and gross violations of 

its sanctity. It is important to prevent and prohibit the unlawful use of soldiers and police 

officers to harass civilians, to enshrine disorder, to threaten chaos where order exists, and 

to bully and brutalize opposition political candidates and their supporters.  
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