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ABSTRACT

In its 62" years of existence as an independent
nation, Nigeria has been characterized by unstable
and distorted leadership. Its governance has grown
from colonial rule to military rule and to
democratic rule. Democratic system in Nigeria
became stable in the Fourth Republic with a
successful general election on the 29" of May
1999. Thus, it is fair to say that Nigeria has been a
democratic nation for over two decades. However,
the growth of its democracy has been creepy and
marred with deep seated corruption and self-
aggrandizement that appears to be a normal.
Twenty-four years of successive democratic
transitions, the dividends of democracy such as
equal distribution of resources, social welfare,
equity, justice and accountability is still a
mirage. In an ideal democratic system, power
belongs to the electorates but in Nigeria power
belongs to the elites and self-serving politicians. It
is on this backdrop that this paper highlights and
discusses some of the challenges affecting the
Nigerian democratic system. Secondary source
of data is the principal source of information for
this paper, electronically and from existing
literatures. The paper recommends that a periodic
reform of the Independent National Electoral
Commission (INEC), quarterly accountability,
assets declaration, and the principles of democracy
should be enforced. In conclusion, an ideal
democratic system in Nigeria will be one in which
corrupt officials are made to resign and never to be
elected or appointed into power.

Keywords: growth and reforms, democracy,
democratic system. Nigeria, challenges and
prospects.

I. INTRODUCTION

The growth and reforms of democratic
system in Nigeria is ever evolving. With almost
thirty years of switching from one military regime
to another, the nation witnessed a new era of
regular elections as well as the return of civil
liberties, a free press and an end to arbitrary arrests
and maltreatment in the Fourth Republic. Nigeria
democratized in 1999 with the start of the Fourth
Republic but has suffered major setbacks to
becoming fully democratic. Elites in Nigeria have
been found to have more power and influence than
average citizens and as a consequence of this, there
has been a great deal of corruption in Nigerian
politics and general life.

Democratic system started in Athens,
Greek city states where they practiced direct
democracy. Direct democracy is where the
people participated in the day to day running of
the government. All eligible citizens gathered at
the assembly and collectively take major decisions
affecting their lives and collectively they set out to
accomplish the goals they have set for themselves.
The practice of direct democracy was made
possible because of the small city states in Athens
then but today it has become practically impossible
because of population explosion. It is because of
the increasing number of people that the practice of
democracy has become indirect or representative.
In a representative democracy, citizens have the
right to elect their representatives who acts as their
spokesman. The election is done through an
electoral process of competence bearing in mind
that the representative of the people e is those that
are capable of defending the rights of those who
voted them into power and are of such stature
would ensure the protection of the interest s of the
people that have voted them into power.

Nigeria is the largest democracy in Africa
owing to its teeming population. It is a nation
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blessed with mineral resources and vast land.
However, there are major challenges with its
democratic system; its elected representatives
arrogate power to themselves to the detriment of
the people; they remain scornful to the will of the
people. Again, the Nigerian electoral system has
been hijacked by corruption and party politics. It is
no longer on the mantra of free and fair elections
but a matter of the highest bidder takes it all. A
case in question is the 2023 Presidential election of
February 25". The Independent National Electoral
Commission (INEC) has stated in its guidelines
that all votes will go through the Bimodal Voter
Accreditation System (BIVAS) and that results will
be automatically uploaded in the INEC Result
Viewing Portal (IRev) at the end of voting time.
Nigerians were however speechless when manual
collation was done and result announced at odd
hours after three days of voting. Obviously, INEC
has refused to allow election results to reflect the
electoral choices of Nigerians as expressed in their
votes, they merely voted but did not see the people
they voted for in power. Results announced by
INEC does not reflect votes cast at various polling
units as seen from few results uploaded from
BIVAS machine before its alleged malfunction.
The election was marred with high level of
violence with tugs harassing voters to vote in
favour of a particular political party with impunity.
This and many others have stunted the growth of
democratic system in Nigeria after many years of
successful transition.

I1. DEFINITION OF TERMS

Growth
The process of growing or development (Oxford
Advance Learners Dictionary)

Reforms

To become or make something better by correcting
or making improvements

(Oxford Advance Learners Dictionary)

Democracy

The word democracy is as old as its usage; it was
first practice in Athens Greek City State in what is
known as direct democracy. Democracy has been
defined by different scholars in various ways but
all points to same meaning. Etymologically,
democracy means “a — people — based — rule”.
That is, where the ruled are involved in ruling
themselves. In other words, it is the rule of all by
all. According to Lord Bryce, democracy is
“government in which the will of the majority of

qualified citizen rules”. From this definition, it can
be said that an ideal democracy is one in which
public opinion is the raw material for  public
policy. Democracy is seen as the government by
the people or popular government (Edwards, 1967).
On his part, Abraham Lincoln defined
democracy as “government of the people by the
people and for the people”. Furthermore,
according to Merriam Webster dictionary,
democracy is a government in which the supreme
power is vested in the people and exercised by
them directly or indirectly through a system of
representation usually involving periodically held
free elections. From the above definitions, it is
unarguably true that in a democracy supreme
power belongs to the people and they have the sole
authority to exercise such powers.

Democratic system

This is a system of governance that
recognizes that supreme power belongs to the
people to elect representatives that will protect
their interests in decision making in matters of
governance. Where the representatives so elected to
public office treat the people with contempt and do
not represent their ideas and interests then it
negates democratic practice.

Democratic System in Nigeria

The election of May 29" 1999 under the
leadership of General AbdulsalamiAbubakar
brought the nation back to a democratic rule. The
start of the Fourth Republic established democratic
system in Nigeria and has been existing for the past
two decades without interruptions. However, much
is to be desired of the dividends of democracy in
the country. Nigeria practices the representative
form of democracy which is an inclusive form of
democracy practiced by countries with large
population size. Representative democracy is a
process in which citizens participate in policy
making through representatives elected by them
(E. UkpeUkpe). One of the key features of a
representative democracy is the ballot. The
ballot is the symbol of political will of the people
in a democratic state. With the exercise of their
franchise, citizens express the choice of
candidate to represent them in the corridors of
power. Another important feature of a democratic
system is the open competition among competing
political parties for the votes of the electorates. At
the beginning of any democratic election, each
party adopts a manifesto in which it spells out the
broad policies it would seek to implement if voted
into power. It is assumed that elections will be free
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and fair with all the parties campaigning freely for
votes and that citizens will make a choice among
the competing parties on Election Day. Whichever
party succeeds in winning the largest number of
votes forms the government and the policies spelt
out in the party manifestoes are those that the party
and its elected officials will seek to implement
during their tenure in office.

In develop democracies of the world like
the United Kingdom and the United States of
America, these features are observed with keen
interest. The choice of the people as expressed in
their ballot is respected and party manifestoes
delivered. In the Nigerian context, these features
have little or no value. The ballot is twisted and
manipulated, results does not express the will
and choice of the people. Parties and candidates
have failed woefully to deliver on it manifestoes.
A good example is the Muhammadu Bubhari led All
Progressive Congress (APC) administration of the
2015 general elections. In their campaign
promises, the APC declared that insecurity,
poor economy, corruption, weak naira amongst
other nation’s difficulties would be successfully
tackled if voted into power but we saw these
areas worsened under his watch. Furthermore,
the party’s campaign was based on the catch word
“change” and in eight years of its administration;
Nigerians are yet to see any positive change. The
party is yet to deliver on its campaign promises
such as ban on government officials from going
abroad for medical treatment, public
declaration of assets and liabilities, creation of
three million jobs per year, the revival of
Ajaokuta Steel Company, ¥5,000 paid to 25m
poorest and most vulnerable citizens,
generation, transmission and distribution of
20,00MW of electricity within four years and
increasing to 50,00MW and so many other
unfulfilled promises.

In its report, Governance for sustainable
Human Development, the UNDP acknowledged
the following as core characteristics of
democratic governance: Participation, Rule of
Law, Transparency, Responsiveness, Consensus
Orientation, Equity, Effectiveness  and
Efficiency, Accountability and Strategic Vision
(UNDP, 2007). The Nigerian democratic system is
greatly lacking on the above mentioned. Citizens
have lost interest in the electoral system and have
therefore become passive and inactive in elections
as they believe their votes will not count. More so,
elections laced with rigging and violence will force
anyone to stay at home for safety and peace of
mind. For the growth and reforms of the

democratic system, elected representatives must see
to practice and implement the above-mentioned
characteristics of democracy.

I11. CHALLENGES OF DEMOCRATIC
SYSTEM IN NIGERIA

Unequal distribution of resources:
Inequality in resource distribution is a major
setback to the growth of democracy in Nigeria.
This is because Nigeria is a multifaceted country
and no part of it should be neglected. The North
has been controlling political power right from
military regime and has continued to dominate the
political space. The South on the other hand,
contributes majorly to the economic development
of the country with its mineral resources but gets
little or no attention from the Federal government.
The oil producing states that are majorly from the
South gets only 13% derivation fund from the
Federation account while the Federal government
gets a large chunk of 52.68% (National Bureau of
Statistics). This disparity in political and financial
resources is a hindrance to democratic growth.

Lack of Accountability: Accountability is
one of the critical features of a democratic
government. A democratic government is
responsible and answerable to its citizens for its
actions. The people have the right to ask questions
and protest against any unfavourable decisions of
the government. Accountability is lacking in the
Nigeria democratic system and this is because there
is no channel of communication between the
citizens and their elected representatives. During
electioneering, they come to the people and canvass
for votes but once voted into power, they shot their
doors against the people and close all channels of
communication. It is true we now have the social
media but again, these elected officials are not
obligated by law to respond to social media
criticisms. The EndSARS protest of 2021 is still
very fresh in the minds of many Nigerians. No one
has taken responsibility or accountability of the
Lekki toll gate killings till date, neither justice for
those that lost their lives nor compensation for their
families. The Nigerian government has to do more
by making themselves available to the electorates.

Marginalization in political appointment:
In the past seven years of the Buhari led
administration, we have witnessed a lopsided
political appointment. Political appointments are
concentrated in the north. Northerners occupy top
political positions in the country such as the
secretary to the government of the Federation
(SGF), Accountant General of the Federation
(AGF), the Senate President, Chief Justice of
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Nigeria, Chief of Naval Staff, Chief of Army
Staff and other top security positions. The south
is marginalized in the above mentioned political
appointments. The administration has therefore
neglected the Federal character principle as
provided for in Section 14 (3) of the Nigerian
Constitution which is a red flag to our democratic
system.

Disregard for the Rule of Law:The Rule
of Law is fundamental and prerequisite in a
democratic system of government. It operates with
three main principles: first, the supremacy of the
law of the land. This means that everybody in a
society must be ruled by the law of that society and
by the law alone and not by the arbitrary or
discretionary powers of the government. Second,
equalitybefore the law of the land. This means
that all categories of people in the society
irrespective of their rank, status, political
affiliations, whether rich or poor must be subjected
equally to the same laws of the land. Third, the
dominance of legal spirit. This means that the
constitution is the synthesis or collation of the laws
of the land; that the fundamental rights enjoyed by
the people in the society existed before civilized
existence or political society and that they are only
entrenched in the constitution for protection and to
have the force of law. The practice of the above
principles is lacking in the Nigeria democratic
system as elected representatives see themselves as
demi-gods haven acquired political power.

Disregard for Human Rights: Respect for
human rights and fundamental freedom is a
necessity in any democratic system. Nigeria has
experienced the worse violation of human rights
from the  GoodluckEbele  Jonathan led
administration to the Muhammadu Buhari led
administration in its democratic history. According
to National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC), the worse rights violation in the
country include: recurring mass activities and
crimes, kidnapping, incessant extra-judicial
killings and torture, inhuman and degrading
treatment, discrimination, injustice and gross
inequalities, religious massacre, rape, sexual and
gender-based violence, impunity, ritual Killings,
weak institutions and lack of political will to
hold perpetrators accountable for several types
of human rights violations.

Bias Mind-set of Candidates for
Election: The average Nigerian politician has the
mind set of “it is my turn to get the National Cake”.
Their intention is not to serve or to elevate the
suffering of the masses but for their self-
aggrandizement and stomach infrastructure. This

explains why they can go extra miles to maim, rig
and do everything within their power to win
election even when they are not voted for.
Candidates need to develop positive mind set to
effect democratic change.

Corruption: The menace of corruption in
Nigeria cannot be overemphasized. The issue of
corruption cuts across the entire nation, from
considerable contract fraud at the top through petty
bribery, money laundering schemes, embezzlement
and seizing salaries of ghost workers. There are
also cases of corruption in the Nigerian police
force, educational and political institutions, health
and banking sector, humanitarian organizations and
many other sectors. Some glaring cases of corrupt
officials in Nigeria are: the former Accountant
General of the Federation (AGF), Mr. Armed
Idris’ N80billion money laundering activities
that led to his arrest by the EFCC on May 16,
2022. The former Deputy Commissioner of
police Abba Kyari who was arrested on 14" of
February 2022 by the Nigerian Drug Law
Enforcement Agency for his involvement in
drug trafficking and human rights abuse and
many other unreported corrupt cases. The
National Assembly is nothing but a business
enterprise where its members go home with fat
salary and huge allowances without any tangible
project to show in their various constituencies.
Unfortunately, the issue of corruption in the
Nigerian democratic system has continued
unabated. Until these corrupt officials are made to
face the full weight of the law, the growth of
democracy in Nigeria in bleak.

Decay Judicial System: The judiciary is
often said to be the last hope of the common man.
Unfortunately, same cannot be said of the Nigerian
judiciary because of bribery, corruption and
perversion of justice. Justice in Nigeria is for the
highest bidder rather than the innocent which
contrast democratic principles. One of the most
common reasons for decay and rot in the
judicial system is delay of justice. The Nigerian
court have the habit of unnecessary delay of cases
brought before it. Such elongation gives room for
lobbying and perversion of justice. Another crucial
reason for decay in the judicial system is, the
judiciary is an appendage to the executive. It is
the executive that appoints justice and judges of the
judiciary and therefore commands loyalty from
them. There is therefore need for absolute
independent of the judiciary. The judiciary can
only act as the last hope of the common man when
it is independent, well-funded, courageous,
unbiased, free from corruption and proactive.
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Unfortunately, these features are elusive in the
Nigerian context.

God - Fatherism: This is a form of
political corruption in which an influential
individual handpicks another, often less
influential candidate to attain leadership in
order to exert authority or influence
(Wiktionary). From this definition, God-fatherism
does not look at competence and qualification of
the individual neither does it answer the questions:
is he committed to nation building? Does he
have the capacity to effect positive change in the
country? And does this individual have
integrity?  Furthermore, God-fatherism is
undemocratic. The word “handpick” defeats the
purpose of democracy. It means it does not serve
the will of the people neither does such individual
represent the choice of the people who has the
supreme power of the state. Rather, they are
puppets who serve the whims and caprices of their
Godfathers who exert political influence behind the
scenes irrespective of how damaging it is to the
people. The God-fatherism syndrome has eaten
deep into Nigerian politics. To get it right and to
enhance democratic growth, we must vote for
credibility, competence, quality, integrity,
ready-to-serve, people-oriented, accountable,
transparent and selfless individuals with a mind
of their own.

IV. CONCLUSION

Democratic system of government is the
best form of government for a large country like
Nigeria. Thus, reforming our democratic system is
a sine qua non for growth. The challenges
highlighted in this paper are not insurmountable but
requires conscious and deliberate efforts. As a
country, we can borrow and learn from developed
democracies of the world like the United States of
America and the United Kingdom to strengthen our
democratic institutions. In prospects, distribution of
national resources should be done according to
what each zone contributes to the national purse.
This will spur hard work among geo-political
zones. Political appointments should be done
according to the Federal Character Principle,
politicians  should imbibe the culture of
accountability and transparency in leadership and
the Rule of Law should be upheld no matter who is
involved. Corrupt officials should be made to
resign and never to be elected or appointed into
power. In addition, there should be an all-inclusive
governance devoid of division and marginalization.

V. RECOMMENDATIONS

Election is an important factor of
democratic development. For there to be any
meaningful growth in the Nigerian democratic
system, there must exist a strong and unbiased
electoral system devoid of corruption. This paper
recommends a periodic reform of the Nigerian
electoral body. No official of the INEC should
serve more than a term to avoid nepotism and
favouritism. There should be annual training of
national and state electoral officials to keep
them abreast with emerging technologies in
ICT.

Elected representatives should hold
quarterly town hall meetings with their
constituents to give account of their
stewardship, seek public opinions on how they
have fared in the achievements of their campaign
promises and take constructive criticisms.
Democratic leaders should imbibe the quality of
accountability and transparency by operating an
open door policy and seeking public opinions for
good governance.

Code of Conduct Bureau should ensure
and enforce compliance of Assets declaration by
public officials as stipulated in the constitution.
Elected and appointed government officials should
openly declare their Assets and Liabilities before
and after their tenure in office. Such declaration
should be made public to avoid stealing and
embezzlement of public funds. Also, officials of
CCB should do thorough investigation to ascertain
the authenticity and ownership of the Assets so
declared.
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