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The significance o f party pohtics as an instrument o f pohtical change has become 
more recognised in most parts o f the world, including Africa today. Its importance in 
the democratic process however, is as old as the modem state. In fact, in nearly all 
modem societies, democracy is practiced through political parties. Although the 
nnportance and potentiality o f party politics as an eflfective instrament o f democratic 
development caimot be over-emphasised, the realisation o f democratic recraitment 
of leaders would depend largely on the type, fomiation and stmcture o f political 
parties in a country. 

Nigeria is a country where an age-long desire to building a stable and democratic 
political system has remained elusive. This has been largely due to the inability of 
the political process to install the right kind o f leadership usually supplied by die 
political parties. Nigeria adopted a muhi-party system in the First and Second 
Repubics in 1960-1966 and 1979-1983. However, the Mili tary govenmient headed 
by General Babangida which came to power in 1985 decided in 1988 to hand over 
power to a civilian govenmient. It subsequently initiated a long time-table o f events 
to manage the transition. 

One fundamental decision made by military govemient was the introduction o f a 
two-party system in Nigeria. This was done through the establislmient and flinding 
o f two Political Parties by the govemnient in 1989. Most Nigerians were anxious to 
see i f die new two-party system would be capable of building a fomiidable foundation 
for further democratization o f the Nigerian society in the 1990s and beyond. 

The objective o f this paper therefore is to examine the cstablisliment and operations 
o f die two-party system and its capability or otiierwise for ensuring a stable democracy 
m Nigeria. The paper is divided into four sections. The first section examines the 
meaning, functions and significance o f Political Parties. The second traces the origin 
o f political parties in Nigeria while the third section evaluates the two-party system 
in Nigena. The conclusion follows. 
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Political Party: Meaning, Functions and Significance: 

A Political Party has been defined as an organised group of persons who share 
similar pohtical views and who act deliberately in concert to gain control of 
the decision-making machinery o f govemnient that creates public policv'. A 
political party niav also be defined as a group of citizens within a nation State 
who are united in their general agreement about certain basic ideas conceming 
how that society should function. This group organises itself in order that it 
may present candidates for public office under its platform, w hich consists of 
a statement ofthe basic ideas of agreement^ 

In other words, a political party seeks to gain control of govenimeiit bv' using 
the political process of a country. Party Systems are o f diflferent types. The 
traditional method of categorising party systems is according to the number o f 
parties a system contains. For the sake of simplicity, therefore, we shall classify 
party systems as; one party; two-party and multi-party systems. The One 
Party System refers to a situation where only one party legally exists and 
controls the affairs ofthe state. The two-party s>'stein pressuposes the existence 
of only two dominant political parties competing to elect candidates into political 
office and to make public policy. On the other hand, the multi-party system 
refers to the existence of many parties, representing diflferent interest, m stmggle 
with one another for power. 

From the definitions of a political part> examined above, it is clear that a 
political party is a verv important and effective instmmeiit o f democratic 
development. To further appreciate the significance of a political party in 
democratic development, the important functions perfomied by them in the 
political process should be examined. One function is tiiat, it is usually through 
political parties tiiat: (1) The selection and sponsoring o f candidates for elections 
are done. (2) Political parties also perforin the importante function o f interest 
articulation and interest aggregation. By so doing, they would crystalize and 
provide a chamiel for the eflfective expression o f public opinion. They thus 
encourage people's direct and indirect participation in govermneiit. (3) A good 
party system is capable of making the govermnent more pmdent and efldcient, 
especially where there is a rival party. (4) Similarly, a good party system 
remains the most efficient means o f pol i t ical education and pohtical 
socialisation. This is because political parties usually generate political 
consciousness in people about the affairs of their country. They make people 
more enlightened and more interested in political matters through campaigns, 
ralies, meetings, etc. 
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Another important function o f pohtical parties is that they are capable o f 
unify ing diverse people in a heterogeneous society. This is done through the 
aggregation and articulation of interests across socio-cultural boundaries 
thereby ensuring greater national cohesion and unity. Another important fuction 
performed by political parties which make them relevant to any political s\m 
is the function o f organising government. When a political party gains control 
of government, it has the responsibility' o f planning and executing public policy, 
not only in die interest of its members but in die interest of the country. Similarly, 
political parties give government business coherence and consistenc)'. This is 
because i f a good political party forms the government, government policies 
and deliberations are likely to be stable and consistent. This tends to give 
continuity stability o f a nation. v..i,; v 

Ahhough some of these functions may be performed by other groups in society, 
it is clear that these other groups are not as organised as political parties, 
hence are incapable o f perfoniiing these crucial functions as efiFectiveh and 
on a nation-wide scale as the politieal parties tend to do. This is y\hy party 
politics has been widely accepted as an essential ingredient of representative 
democracy. Parties are therefore, features of most modern democracies.' 

The Or ig in of Political Parties. ? ' -

Political parties started as factions or cliques which performed political 
acdvities in 17th century' Europe, particularly in Britain. The early factions 
were the British Whig and Tors groups. Actually, these two groups were not 
politieal parties at all. They were, in the words of George Washing. "Polidcal 
Factions"'. However, popular scholars of politics such as Lapalombara and 
Weiner explained that modem political parties arose in 1800 in the United 
States of America as a result of the rise o f parliaments and with the gradual 
extension of suffrage when the need to woo masses became strongly felt. 
Modem parties also originated in Great Britain ader the reform of 18.32 while 
their origins were associated with the revolutionary year of 1848 in France'. 

The earliest groups identifiable in West Africa were die Aborigine's Right 
Protection Societv in 1897 and the National Congress of British West Africa 
in 1920. 

In Nigeria, political parties began in 1923 as a result ofthe introduction of 
elective principles enshrined in the 1922 Clifford constitution.''The origin of 
political parties in Nigeria can therefore be traced to the defects inherent in the 
Clifford constitution under which most citizens of Nigena were disqualified 
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from voting. This led to the formation o f the Nigerian National Democratic 
Party in 1923 and the Nigerian Youth Movement in 1938. These could not be 
classified as political parties but as "Proto-Parties" according to Thomas 
Hodgkin. Their influence barely extended beyond the immediate environs o f 
Ibadan and Lagos.' 

Perhaps, the first real political party in Nigeria was the National Council o f 
Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) in 1944. There were other political parties 
such as the Action Group, (AG) the Northern People's Congress, (NPC) the 
Northem Elements Progressive Union and many others. However, there were 
only three main parties - the NCNC, the A G and the NPC. The others were 
highly localised parties based on specific interest. 

The First Republic (1960 - 1966) 

The three main parties contested the first national elections in Nigeria wi th 
the NPC forming the government after several pol i t ical discord, civU 
disturbances and alliances o f parrties. The first republic, being the first time 
Nigerians had the opportunity o f governing themselves after independence 
was full o f prospects and promises. However, i t soon faced accumulated 
problems o f cormption, patronage, disunity, sectionalism, and many others.*' 
The first republic which started in 1960 came to an end in 1966 when a Mil i tary 
goverrmient took over power "to correct the drift and build a better, united 
Nigeria." From 1966 to 1979, when one Mil i tary regime or the other mled the 
country, there were no official political parties. In fact. Mil i tary regimes are 
inherently opposed to the existence o f political parties as they do not have to 
rely on them for the purpose o f govemmg. 

The Second Republic (1979 - 1983) 

However, when the Mil i tary decided to disengage in 1979, a vacuum was 
going to be created. This vacuum was to be filled by political parties because 
as earlier defined, they constitute the basic institutions for the translation o f 
mass preferences into public policy. The question of what form of party system 
to adopt however came up. Finding a solution to this national problem therefore 
became one o f the assignments of the Constitution Drafting Committee (CDC) 
set up by the then Mil i tary govemment. The govemment expressed its fear 
over "the harmful effect o f a ploriferation o f national parties". Tlie government's 
fear was so enormous that it proposed to the CDC to possibly evolve some 
means by which a govemment could be formed without the involvement o f 
parties. 
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The findings o f tiie CDC later revealed that out of about 350 memoranda 
submitted to it, o f the 28 that made specific references to parties and party 
system, five proposed a "no-party" state for Nigeria; one memorandum 
advocated a single-party system, with two or more parties'*. What could be 
regarded as a "restricted" Multi-Party system was adopted by govemment. 
This was because certain conditions were laid down for would-be political 
parties to fulfil by the Federal Electoral Commission (FEDECO) which had 
been assigned to do so. 

By the time the ban placed on partisan politics since 1967 was lifted in 1978, 
about 150 political associations had been formed. However, the FEDECO 
recognised and approved only 5 political associations for registration as political 
parties on the basis o f their national spread. These were those with offices in 
at least 13 out o f the then 19 states o f the country. These were the National 
Party o f Nigeria, the Unity Party o f Nigeria, the Nigerian Peoples Party, the 
Great Nigeria People's Party and the People's Redemption Party. These vvere 
parties that contested the 1979 elections. The new parties, unlike those o f the 
first republic, were expected to be tmly national organisations which must 
reflect the "national character" o f Nigeria. Tlie decision effectively excluded 
the left and younger- generation political parties and ensured that the first 
president ofthe "new" Nigeria would be chosen among five leading politicians 
o f the first republic'". 

The Road to the Third Republic. - ' * 

Having come into power in 1985, the new military govemment decided in 
1989 to draw up a programme of transition to democratic civilian mle to 
begin in 1986/87 and scheduled to terminate with the inauguration ofthe 
Third Republic in 1992. However, the most disturbing problem was how to 
design a party system that would best guarantee a stable democratic order for 
Nigeria. The govenmient subsequently set up the Political Bureau to, among 
other things, reconimend a viable party system for the country. According to 
the Bureau, it recommended a two-party system for the country because there 
should be a break from the past and that it would best guarantee a stable 
democratic order for the country at this time having earlier tried a multi-party 
system. Tlie Bureau said it believed that the two-party stmcture would succeed 
only on the condition that both political parties accept the national philosophy 
o f government and that the differences between the two o f them are on priorities 
and strategies". This was accepted by the govemment with the hope and behef 
that Nigerians would embark upon the process o f forming political associations 
on the basis of philosophy, policies, issues and programmes. The govenmient 
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therefore directed the Federal Electoral Commission (FEDECO) under a new 
name o f the National Electoral Commission (NEC), to screen political 
associations out of which the two most viable would be recognised and 
registered as political parties. There were more than 30 political associations 
out o f which NEC eventually recommended 6 political associations to the 
govemment for consideration. The govemment did not register any o f these 
associations as political parties. 

Some o f the reasons given for the rejection o f all the political associations 
were their failure to pay attention to organisational stmctures at the grassroot 
level, factionalism, rigging and falsification o f claims, disregard o f the 
guidelines for registration, poor organisation, antecedents and the presence o f 
"moneybags". It therefore concluded that a new Soci-Political order could not 
be created through the registration of any of these political associations. 

Against this background, the govemment began a search for political parties 
"that enjoy intemal consistency in philosophy and action" which it believed 
hold the key to the sustenance o f democracy in any country including Nigeria. 
The govemment therefore opted for a two-party system and subsequently 
established a "grassroots democratic" two-party system. The government was 
convinced that "something revolutionary in our thinking" needs to be introduced. 
It expressed the view that the grassroot democratic two-party system, provides 
the kind of revolutionary departure we need for establishing a mass two-party 
system'^. 

On 7th October, 1989, President Babangida addressed the nation to announce 
the fomiation o f the two-parties by the govenmient. The two political parties 
were named Social Democratic Party and the National Republican Convention. 
In addition to establishing these "grassroot political parties, the govcmment 
decided to fund the two parties. According to the President, the decision to go 
into the business of party formation was because" we do not believe that the 
old political stmctures, which failed us in the past should form, or be allowed 
to fonn, the basis for our new electoral competition i f we are serious about 
creating a new social order"'^ 

According to him, the belief o f the Mili tary goveniment to establish the two 
goveninieiit parties for the third Republic was to achieve the following 
objectives: 

(a) Provide a grassroot basis for the emergence o f political parties; 
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(b) establish a grassroot or mass platform for the emergence o f new 
leadership; 

(c) give equal right and opportunities to all Nigerians to participate in the 
political process irrespective o f their wealth, religion, geographical 
backgrounds and professional endeavours; 

(d) de-emphasize the role o f money in polidcs; 

(e) reduce, to a minimum level, the element o f violence in our electoral 
process; 

(f) preclude the emergence o f political alliances along the same lines as i n 
the first and second Republics and, therefore, give Nigerians a new 
polidcal stmcture within which to operate; 

(g) ensure the emergence o f a new, more dedicated and more genuine 
leadership cadre, which w i l l not be a mere proxy for old political 
war-lords 

(h) chart a new pattern o f political recmitment and participation which 
wi l l enhance Nigerian's stability; 

(i) establish strong institutional stmctures which w i l l not only sustain future 
governments, but also be strong enough to stand the test o f time; 

0) establish a political system that w i l l be operated according to the spirit 
and letter o f the Constitution o f die Federal Republic'". 

In addition to the above objectives, the govemment confirmed its resolve to 
continue to pursue the political transition programme and the Structural 
Adjustment Programme and always in the interest ofthe people. 

The National Electoral Commission (NEC) was directed by goveminent to 
supervise and monitor membership recmitnieiit exercises ofthe political parties 
formed by the govemment. The constitutions ofthe parties were to be written 
according to the guidelies set out by government. Similarly, NEC was 
empowered to synthesize the manifestoes o f the former political associations 
and submit to govemment for approval. NEC was also to work out the symbols 
o f identity - flag, emblem and colour for the parties. NEC was also to monitor 
expenditure and render relevant reports to govemment; provide membership 
cards, symbols and educate the masses about the new parties. 
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An Evaluation of the Two-Party System 

Here, we shall identify and measure the major consequences and effects o f the 
two government-owned political parties and see i f the objectives o f their 
formation have been realized. 

Because die idea o f direct popular government has been impracticable in modem 
society, the trend todav' is therefore to uphold the representative principle as 
the most ideal by which political parties arc established through which the 
people elect some citizens in whom they have tmst, to represent their interests 
when goveming them. From independence in 1960 to date, however, Nigeria 
had only two chances of practicing democracy (1960-1966, and 1979-1983) 
while military mle has been the pracdce from 1967-1978, 1983 todate. 

The politcal parties of the first Republic were severaly limited in their 
capabilities to intergrate the components of that diversity o f society known as 
Nigera ' \, the party system of Nigera's second Republic was be­
deviled by a lack of time, in advance of the full onset of electoral coiiipetidon, 
to develop fresh leaderships, new coherent identities, and broad costituencies. 
As a result, the new parties were weak and volatile, and politics were greatly 
destabilized by the chaos o f their divisions, defections, expulsions, and 
pemiutation"". A l l these problems and fears influenced the demand for a policy 
capable of evolving a new party system for the Third Republic. 

It is nonnally doubtful that a non-deniocratically elected government such as 
the mil i tary can lay claim to creating an enduring democracy. Various 
govemiiient officials, agencies and individuals have been involved in this 
important political process. The incompetence of the Military in administradon 
has thus been widely demonstrated in this regard. What it did was to merely 
consider the opdons and take the final decision on the various vital aspects o f 
the fomiadon of political parties and the transition prograimne itself 

Beyond the fomiation of these parties, the govemnient provided ftinds and 
created the administrative and programmatic infrastmcture. These and other 
actions o f govemnient to make the polidcal parties ftmction according to her 
desire have not gone without criticism, particularly because these acdons 
constitute what has been described as "extreme political engineering or the 
tendency for the state to over-control politics"". Doubts have been expressed 
by concemed cidzens to this effect. For instance, it has been observed that the 
approach betrays a lack o f faith in the people by making it difficult for them to 
leam the democratic mles of trial and error, and by creating institutions not 
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propcrlN anchored by people empowerment. The implication is that the two 
pohtica! parties are hardly more than "misconceived clones of Doddan Barracks 
offering basicalh' the same ideological outlook - and therefore a defacto one 
party solution that is unlikely to excite mass participadon in the following 
political process'". 

As earlier noted, one of the objectives o f the Babangida's govemment for 
creating two entirely new political parties in Nigeria was to have a break from 
die past. According to him, "wc now have a clean slate and new political 
parties which can provide the tum around for all Nigerians, rich or poor, 
irrespective o f their individual loyalties or geo-political locations." In this nevv 
grassroot mass party expenment, we are all equal "founders and joiners". 
However, we can say without hesitation, that these objectives have become 
clearly elusive. Tliis is because the two political parties established and fiinded 
by goveniment are in practice far away from being entirely nevv political 
organisations to the extent that die more powerful o f die 13 political associatoins 
which were earlier rejected by govemment had succeeded in "hijacking" the 
two new parties. This had been widely demonstrated in the emergence and 
operation ofthe elements o f old ties and old politicians who have graduated 
from the politics o f the first and second Republics. 

It should be noted that the stmctures, characters and even membership o f 
some o f these political associations reflected the past. For example, some o f 
them can be linked to political parties o f the first and second Republics. 

Political thuggery, lack o f ideological clarity, contradictory official statements, 
personality politics, flagrant display of wealth, unrealistic promices, etc were 
coiimion features in those two periods. Similarly, when NEC was mandated to 
screen political associations for registration in preparation for tiie third republic, 
the same features surfaced again. What happened was that most ofthe political 
associations, in the absence of agreed new perspective had little chance but to 
fall back on old ties and same practices. 

Furthermore, the government had as one o f its objectives to prevent affluent 
Nigerians from "hijacking" these parties as part o f removing the parties fi-om 
the vices o f the past. 

Again, the governmental policy to create a nevv political order by establishing 
two govemment sponsored parties could not be said to have achieved its aim. 
As pointed out earlier, the old cleavages were reflected in the two govemment 
parties. For instance, it had been said that the govemnient parties - NRC and 
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die SDP have actiial ly been hijacked by the more powerfiil of die 13 associations 
which the govermnent refused to register. Thus, activities in both the Nigerian 
National Congress (NNC) and the Republic Party o f Nigeria (RPN) appear to 
have become dominant in the NRC while leaders ofthe People's Solidarity 
Party and the People's Front o f Nigeria (PEN) have surfaced in the SDP'". 

Another failure o f the policy and its implementation has been manifested in 
the over involvement ofthe military in the banning and unbanning of politicians. 
One is tempted to agree with C.C. Onoh that the deliberate attempt to discredit 
a whole generation of the political class has resulted in the current in-built 
instability ofthe programme where m ^ are randomly made and changed at 
the whims and caprices of the military. Politics has been so bureaucratised 
diat you begin to wonder what exactly the govemment has in mind with all 
these^o. , ,,^,„ , ,, 

Indeed, this approach has always been the practice since the inception o f this 
military govemnient which had eanied the President the nick name o f the 
"Maradona" of Nigerian politics. It is necessary to also add that this approach 
has succeeded in creating doubts in the minds of most Nigerians as to the 
success and sincerity o f the military in the transition programme. 

Another failure on the part o f government is its inability to eradicate the use o f 
money in the political process which has become a pennanent feature ofthe 
Nigerian political class. The reasons for this are two - one, having virtually 
disqualified in significant proportions of articulate and experienced Nigerians, 
the Mil i tary regiine has left the field open to those who dominated the politics 
ofthe first and second republics; namely, the self-employed, half employed, 
the unemployed, middlemen and business touts^'. 

Second, the insulation of public servants from party politics has encouraged 
the rise of "illiterate, uncommitted and philistic" class of old political jobbers 
who play politics full-time and are ready to sacrifice anything for nioney^^. 
These have succeeded in perpetrating the presence o f money pohtics. Another 
important reason for the perpetration o f money politics is the effect of the 
almost unbearable harshness of the stmctural Adjustment Programme which 
made Unemployed youths to jo in this class o f politicians. 

For these and other reasons, it became impossible for the two parties to 
successfully conduct the presidential primaries. This development seems to 
confirm our earlier contentions that the old cleavages with their attendant 
weakenesses and malpractices have remained unchanged inspite ofthe claims 
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or desire of government to build two parties on a clean slate. For instance, 
when the president was conmienting on the investigations into the two futile 
Presidential primaries, he confirmed that virtually all the candidates with the 
backing and support o f the fictionalised execudve conmiittees o f the parties at 
all levels had wantonly contravened the provisions o f decree 37 o f 1992. The 
government's solution to this was the dissolution o f the executive o f the two 
parties and the appointment o f a caretaker conmiittee made up o f bureaucratic 
types for the two parties. The neutrality of some o f these caretaker members 
has been questioned and in fact some of them have been dropped. 

By die assignment o f these caretaker committees the govemment seemed to 
have gone back to square one. This is because according to the then National 
Electoral Coiimiission (NEC) Chairman, their immediate assignment would 
be to bring back party stmctures and compile a new membership register 
because, as he put it, "whatever selection process is adopted, it is human 
beings who w i l l be involved". Therefore, given the spate evidence o f 
factionalism that has been witnessed in intra and inter-party interactions since 
1989, it is safe to claim that the political resuhs desired by the goveniment 
have not yet been achieved. 

Moreover, as a result o f the failure o f these two parties to conduct successful 
presidential primaries hence their dissolution and replacement with care-taker 
coiiimitees, whose members were hand-picked, most Nigerians were worried 
about the capability o f the govemment to ensure a lasting democratic order 
for the country through her two political parties. Similarly, some Nigerians 
were confused and skeptical about the entire transition programme followmg 
that development. For instance, a politician saw the appointment of these sets 
o f party officials as a national catastrophe because he believed that the 
appointment o f political officials as party leaders devoid o f consultations is 
obviously most cavalier. He concluded by saying that "there is no short-cut to 
party foniiation nor can anyone organise political parties by proxy".-'' 

Similarly, another politician express the opinion that i f the parties had been 
fomied by the civilians, the transition programme would not have m n into the 
kind o f dead end it seemed to have careered into. But under the circumstances 
o f equal fonders, }'ou now move serious leadership issues from the purview o f 
the infonned to the terrain o f the uninformed.^' Again, i f one agrees with this 
contention, it is evident again that the aim of the govemment to establish 
political parties whose members would all be joiners without fonders has not 
been realised. 
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Concluding Remarks 

What has been shown in this paper has been the analysis ofthe government 
policy of two-partyisni in Nigeria. From our anahsis. it has been shown that 
the policy objectives o f the goveniment have remained largely unrealised or 
completely elusive. The war against extremists, and the senes o f selective 
mass disqualifications that have attended the implementation o f the transition 
progranmie seem to support the view that die Babangida's administration's 
exercise in institutional engineenng by taking the unprecedented step o f ereatmg 
and ftinding the two-party failed to ensure a smooth transition to civil mle. 

The over involvement of govemnient in party fonnation in temis of bureaucratic 
politics and the enormous financial commitment into the two parties are not 
capable o f providing the much-needed stable democracy. The introduction o f 
these govemment parties had brought further complications to the age-long 
search for sustained democracy. This is because the govenmient has sub|ected 
the transition programme to too many manipulations and the use o f 
unconventional methods that the direction and the period o f its completion 
became highly unpredictable. The sincerity of the inilitarv' to leave office 
therefore became doubtful inspite of its repeated promise to do so. These fears 
vvere confinned when the results o f the Presidential election which was 
scheduled to be the last step to the third republic was unilaterally cancelled by 
the military at the time when it should be announced. The period o f cancellation 
was so close to the scheduled end o f the transition programme that an attempt 
to conduct another election failed, bringing the almost eight-year old transition 
progamme to an abortive end. The cancelled Presidential election on June 12 
1993 was widely acclaimed to be peacefiil held free and fair. However, one o f 
the major reasons given by the military' for its cancellation was die use o f too 
much money in the preparations for the election by the two presidential 
candidates. 

Tlie failure ofthe Babaiigida's military govemnieiit to take Nigerians to the 
"promised land" has made the desire to put an end to military intervention in 
Nigeria remain a mirage as yet another militarv' government led by General 
Sani Abacha emerged barely two months after the inception o f an intenni 
goveniineiit headed b\ a civilian. The fruitless end o f die transition programme 
resulted in a waste o f money, time and resources. Moreover, it has thrown the 
countn,' into serious political crises following intensive aggitation for the 
aetualisation of the cancelled Presidential Election results. This adversely 
affected the economic and social activities o f the nation as some key sectors o f 
the economy such as banks, petroleum industry', etc. went on strike for this 
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purpose. It is important to remember that the job o f goveming is carried on by 
means o f public policies. And producing good policies requires not only clear 
objectives and specifically targeted progranmie but also readiness to anticipate 
the overall consequences o f any policy package^''. 
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