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ABSTRACT: Political godfatherism has emerged as a dominant force shaping Nigeria’s political landscape,
fostering a culture of corruption, impunity, and elite dominance. This paper critically examines how political
godfathers manipulate electoral processes, governance structures, and state resources to maintain control over
political protégés, thereby undermining democratic accountability and institutional integrity. By leveraging
financial influence, coercion, and political patronage, godfathers ensure the ascension of candidates who remain
loyal to their dictates rather than the electorate, perpetuating a cycle of policy manipulation, electoral fraud, and
economic mismanagement. The study adopted zemiological perspective and the theoretical framework. The
research utilizes documentary evidence, analyzing existing reports, scholarly articles, and policy documents to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the nexus between godfatherism, corruption and impunity in Nigeria.
The study highlights how the absence of judicial independence, weak anti-corruption enforcement, and non-
transparent political financing has enabled political godfathers to evade justice while shielding corrupt
politicians from accountability. Furthermore, case studies such as the James Ibori conviction and the 2023
Nigerian elections underscore the far-reaching impact of godfatherism on governance and development. To
dismantle this system, the paper advocates for electoral reforms, autonomy of anti-corruption agencies, judicial
strengthening, political finance regulation, and active civic engagement. The role of technological interventions
such as BVAS in ensuring electoral transparency is also emphasized as a potential solution to electoral
manipulation. Ultimately, combating political godfatherism requires institutional reforms, public accountability,
and collective resistance from civil society and democratic institutions. By implementing transparent
governance mechanisms and promoting merit-based leadership, Nigeria can weaken the grip of political
godfathers and foster a governance system rooted in justice, integrity, and national development.
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l. INTRODUCTION

Political godfatherism, a phenomenon where influential individuals serve as kingmakers by controlling political
actors and decisions, is not unique to Nigeria but is a global occurrence with historical roots. The concept can be
traced back to feudal Europe, where powerful landlords and elites influenced the selection of rulers and public
officials, often ensuring that their economic and political interests were safeguarded (O'Brien, 2019). In the
United States, political godfatherism was exemplified by the infamous political machines of the 19th and early
20th centuries, such as New York’s Tammany Hall, which was controlled by political bosses who determined
electoral outcomes and distributed patronage jobs in exchange for loyalty (Riordon, 1994). Similarly, in Latin
America, oligarchic families and business elites have historically played dominant roles in shaping political
leadership, leveraging their wealth to influence elections and policy decisions (Gervasoni, 2020). Despite
democratic advancements, godfatherism continues to manifest in various forms across the world, often
undermining the principles of free and fair elections.

In Africa, political godfatherism has deep colonial and post-colonial roots. During colonial rule, European
powers often installed puppet leaders who served their interests, creating a system where political allegiance to
foreign rulers determined access to power and resources (Nwabueze, 2018). After independence, this structure
evolved into a domestic form of elite dominance, where political godfathers—often former colonial
collaborators, warlords, or wealthy businessmen—began to exert control over governance (Ake, 1996). In
countries such as Kenya, South Africa, and the Democratic Republic of Congo,
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Political dynasties and powerful business moguls have continued to wield significant influence over the political
landscape, ensuring that political candidates remain indebted to them (Branch & Cheeseman, 2010). The
persistence of weak institutions, electoral fraud, and patronage politics across many African states has further
entrenched godfatherism, making it a key driver of corruption and governance failure. Nigeria provides one of
the most pronounced cases of political godfatherism in Africa, where the phenomenon has shaped the country’s
political history from the colonial era to the present. The system gained prominence in the First and Second
Republics, where regional political leaders, such as Sir Ahmadu Bello in the North, Chief Obafemi Awolowo in
the West, and Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe in the East, played godfather-like roles in determining political succession
(Osaghae, 2002). However, the modern-day manifestation of godfatherism became entrenched during Nigeria’s
return to democracy in 1999, when wealthy individuals and former military elites began to sponsor political
candidates in exchange for economic and political favors (Joseph, 2014). Today, political godfathers operate at
federal, state, and local levels, selecting candidates, manipulating party primaries, and using financial resources
to influence electoral outcomes. Their dominance has led to widespread corruption, weak democratic
institutions, and a lack of accountability among public officeholders (Ojo, 2019).

Political godfatherism in Nigeria has contributed significantly to the commercialization of the electoral process,
where financial backing from a godfather often determines a candidate’s success rather than competence or
public service commitment (Obi, 2020). These political sponsors invest large sums of money into campaigns,
expecting substantial returns through government contracts, appointments, and access to public funds once their
candidates are in power. As a result, elected officials become mere puppets, prioritizing the interests of their
benefactors over the needs of the general populace (Adeoye, 2021). This arrangement fosters a cycle of
corruption, with public funds being misappropriated to sustain the patron-client relationship rather than being
used for developmental projects. The result is a governance system that perpetuates inefficiency, nepotism, and
economic stagnation. Furthermore, godfatherism has fueled a culture of impunity in Nigeria, where political
leaders act without accountability due to the protection afforded by their backers (Adebisi, 2022). Many
godfathers use their influence to suppress opposition, manipulate judicial processes, and shield corrupt
politicians from prosecution. This has led to widespread public disillusionment with the democratic process, as
ordinary citizens perceive politics as an exclusive affair dominated by a privileged few (Nwokedi, 2021).
Electoral violence, vote-buying, and political assassinations have also been linked to godfatherism, as political
patrons resort to extreme measures to maintain control over power structures. Consequently, the credibility of
Nigeria’s electoral system continues to be undermined, weakening democratic institutions and eroding trust in
governance.

The effects of godfatherism extend beyond politics into Nigeria’s socio-economic structure. With public
resources being funneled into private pockets, essential sectors such as education, healthcare, and infrastructure
suffer from chronic neglect (Okonkwo & Uche, 2020). The resulting lack of investment in critical areas has
worsened unemployment, poverty, and insecurity, further exacerbating social inequalities. Additionally, political
godfathers often exploit ethnic and religious divisions to consolidate their grip on power, leading to increased
sectionalism and communal conflicts across the country (Ayoade, 2018). The deep entrenchment of this system
poses a significant challenge to Nigeria’s democratic development and economic growth. This paper explores
how political godfatherism catalyzes corruption and impunity in Nigeria. It examines the mechanisms through
which godfathers exert control, the consequences of this system on governance, and potential strategies for
dismantling its influence. By critically analyzing existing literature and real-world case studies, this study
contributes to the ongoing discourse on political accountability and democratic consolidation in Nigeria.
Understanding the dynamics of godfatherism and its implications is crucial for fostering a more transparent,
accountable, and citizen-driven political system in the country.

1. METHODOLOGY

The documentary research method is a qualitative research approach that involves the systematic collection,
analysis, and interpretation of existing documents to investigate a particular phenomenon (Mogalakwe, 2006).
In this study on political godfatherism as a catalyst for corruption and impunity in Nigeria, the documentary
method is used to analyze secondary sources such as government reports, academic journal articles, media
reports, legal documents, and historical records. This method is particularly useful for studying political issues
because it allows for an in-depth examination of existing knowledge, trends, and historical developments
without the need for direct interaction with participants (Bowen, 2009). By relying on documented evidence, the
study ensures a comprehensive and objective understanding of how political godfatherism has shaped
governance, corruption, and impunity in Nigeria.
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One of the key advantages of using the documentary method in this study is its ability to provide historical
context and continuity (Scott, 1990). Political godfatherism in Nigeria did not emerge in isolation but evolved
over time, influenced by colonial administration, military rule, and democratic transitions (Joseph, 2014). By
analyzing historical records, policy documents, and scholarly literature, the study can trace the development of
political godfatherism and its entrenchment in Nigerian politics. This approach also facilitates a comparative
analysis of different political eras, highlighting how godfatherism has influenced political outcomes across
various governments and regimes (Ojo, 2019). Additionally, using documented sources enhances the reliability
of findings, as data from credible sources such as government agencies, international organizations, and peer-
reviewed journals can be cross-verified for accuracy.

The study also applies content analysis to examine patterns and themes in the collected documents. Content
analysis is a systematic technique used in documentary research to identify key ideas, narratives, and
relationships within texts (Krippendorff, 2018). By analyzing media reports, legal documents, and public
statements, the study explores how political godfathers influence elections, policymaking, and governance.
Moreover, it investigates the role of the judiciary and law enforcement agencies in either curbing or enabling
political impunity, relying on case studies of legal battles involving powerful political figures (Nwokedi, 2021).
The documentary method further allows the study to incorporate discourse analysis, examining how political
actors, civil society, and the media discuss the issue of godfatherism and corruption. This helps in understanding
public perception and policy responses to the phenomenon.

Despite its advantages, the documentary method has limitations, including potential bias in source materials
(Ahmed, 2010). Political narratives, especially in media reports and government documents, may be influenced
by ideological leanings, propaganda, or selective reporting. To mitigate this limitation, the study employs
triangulation, comparing multiple sources to validate claims and ensure a balanced perspective (Flick, 2018).
Additionally, since documentary research does not involve direct engagement with participants, it may lack
firsthand insights from politicians, civil servants, and voters affected by godfatherism. However, the inclusion of
secondary sources such as interviews, public statements, and court records helps bridge this gap.

Tthe documentary method provides a robust framework for examining political godfatherism as a driver of
corruption and impunity in Nigeria. By utilizing historical records, official reports, scholarly literature, and
media analysis, the study gains a comprehensive, contextualized, and evidence-based understanding of the
phenomenon. While challenges such as bias and lack of direct engagement exist, careful source selection,
triangulation, and content analysis help to ensure the reliability and validity of the findings. This approach
ultimately contributes to the broader discourse on governance, democracy, and political accountability in
Nigeria.
I1l. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The study adopted zemiology as its theoretical framework. Zemiology, as a distinct field of study, was
pioneered by Paddy Hillyard, along with Steve Tombs, Christina Pantazis, and Dave Gordon in their influential
work Beyond Criminology: Taking Harm Seriously (2004). These scholars argued that conventional criminology
focuses too narrowly on legally defined crimes while ignoring broader social harms caused by powerful
individuals, corporations, and state institutions. Their work emphasized that many harmful activities—such as
state corruption, environmental destruction, economic exploitation, and political patronage—may not be
classified as crimes but still cause significant harm to individuals and society (Ameh, 2021). Hillyard and
Tombs (2017) further developed the field, advocating for the study of social harm rather than just legal offenses,
thereby challenging traditional criminological approaches. Other notable contributors to zemiology include
Simon Pemberton (2015, 2016), who expanded the discussion on structural harm and inequality, and Danny
Dorling, who linked zemiology to issues of social justice and economic disparity. The study on political
godfatherism as a catalyst for corruption and impunity in Nigeria can be analyzed through the lens of
zemiology, which is the critical study of social harms beyond legal definitions of crime (Hillyard et al., 2004).
Zemiology, derived from the Greek word zémia, meaning harm or damage, focuses on the wider social,
economic, and political harms inflicted upon society that may not necessarily be classified as crimes under
conventional legal frameworks (Pemberton, 2015). This theoretical perspective is particularly useful for
examining political godfatherism in Nigeria because it highlights how this phenomenon extends beyond
individual acts of corruption to systemic harm, affecting governance, democracy, and socio-economic
development.
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Zemiology challenges traditional criminological approaches that focus primarily on state-defined crimes, instead
advocating for a broader analysis of actions that cause harm, even when they do not violate specific legal codes
(Tombs & Whyte, 2009). Political godfatherism in Nigeria exemplifies this notion, as it facilitates structural
corruption, weakens democratic institutions, and fosters impunity among political elites (Ojo, 2019). While
many forms of political corruption—such as embezzlement, bribery, and electoral fraud—are legally recognized
crimes, the broader harms associated with godfatherism, including voter disenfranchisement, governance failure,
and economic stagnation, often go unpunished. By employing a zemiological approach, this study underscores
how the influence of political godfathers leads to long-term socio-political damage, impacting millions of
Nigerians who suffer from poor governance, resource mismanagement, and a lack of public accountability
(Adebisi, 2022).

One of the key tenets of zemiology is that harm can be structural and institutional, rather than just individual or
isolated (Hillyard & Tombs, 2017). Political godfatherism in Nigeria operates within a deeply entrenched
patron-client system, where political elites manipulate electoral processes, control government resources, and
shield corrupt politicians from legal consequences (Obi, 2020). This systemic nature of corruption means that
legal interventions alone are insufficient to address the problem, as laws are often selectively enforced, and
powerful individuals escape punishment due to their political connections (Nwokedi, 2021). From a
zemiological perspective, godfatherism should be analyzed not just as a legal issue, but as a form of social harm
that perpetuates inequality, erodes democratic values, and undermines public trust in governance.

Zemiology also shifts the focus from criminal offenders to victims, emphasizing the wider impact of harm on
society (Pemberton, 2016). In the case of political godfatherism in Nigeria, the ultimate victims are the citizens,
who endure economic hardship, political instability, and diminished access to essential services due to the self-
serving interests of political elites (Adeoye, 2021). Political godfathers often sponsor incompetent candidates
who serve their personal interests rather than the public good, leading to widespread inefficiency in governance
(Ojo, 2019). Furthermore, the culture of impunity associated with godfatherism emboldens politicians to engage
in corrupt practices without fear of accountability, exacerbating the cycle of poverty and underdevelopment
(Ayoade, 2018). A zemiological approach, therefore, provides a victim-centered perspective, highlighting how
political godfatherism disproportionately harms ordinary Nigerians.

By applying zemiology as the theoretical framework, this study goes beyond the legalistic definitions of
corruption and impunity to examine the broader social harms inflicted by political godfatherism in Nigeria. The
zemiological perspective reveals how godfatherism perpetuates structural corruption, governance failure, and
systemic inequality, ultimately harming the economic, social, and political fabric of the nation. It also shifts the
focus from legal culpability to societal impact, emphasizing the need for systemic reforms to address the
underlying power dynamics that enable political godfatherism. In doing so, the study contributes to a deeper
understanding of the far-reaching consequences of elite dominance in Nigerian politics, advocating for policies
that prioritize transparency, accountability, and political independence.

V. CONTEXTUAL REVIEW
Mechanisms for Control by Political Godfathers in Nigeria : Godfathers—typically wealthy and influential
individuals—exert control over political actors, institutions, and public resources through various mechanisms,
ensuring that their personal interests take precedence over democratic values and national development (Ojo,
2019). These mechanisms of control include candidate selection and imposition, financial dependence, electoral
manipulation, coercion and violence, policy influence, and immunity from prosecution. This section critically
examines these control mechanisms and their impact on governance in Nigeria.

Candidate Selection and Imposition : One of the most potent mechanisms by which political godfathers
exercise control is through the selection and imposition of candidates for elective positions. Rather than
allowing democratic primaries or merit-based selections, godfathers handpick individuals who are loyal to them,
ensuring their continued dominance in political affairs (Ayoade, 2008). This imposition often undermines
democracy by preventing competent and independent-minded individuals from participating in governance.
According to Joseph (2014), political godfathers see public offices as an investment project, where their
protégés serve as proxies to amass wealth and influence. Consequently, this practice leads to poor governance,
nepotism, and a lack of accountability, as imposed leaders prioritize their godfathers' interests over public
service (Ojukwu & Shopeju, 2010).
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Financial Dependence and Patronage Politics : Another major mechanism of control is financial dependence.
Many political aspirants in Nigeria lack the resources to fund their campaigns, making them dependent on
wealthy godfathers who finance their election bids in exchange for loyalty and future political favors (Oni &
Joshua, 2020). This system of patronage politics ensures that once in office, the elected officials are obligated to
repay their benefactors through government contracts, appointments, and resource allocations (Adeoye, 2021).
Consequently, rather than prioritizing governance and development, these politicians focus on satisfying their
godfathers, often at the expense of public interest (Obi, 2020). This financial control mechanism also extends to
the manipulation of state funds, where government budgets are redirected to serve private interests instead of
public projects (Ojo, 2019).

Electoral Manipulation and Rigging: Political godfathers also exert control by orchestrating electoral fraud,
including ballot box stuffing, vote buying, intimidation of opposition candidates, and manipulation of election
results (Omotola, 2007). These acts ensure that only candidates backed by the godfathers emerge victorious,
thereby undermining free and fair elections. Electoral agencies and security forces are often compromised to tilt
the election outcome in favor of the preferred candidate (Obianyo, 2019). The widespread use of thuggery and
vote suppression tactics ensures that opposition parties or independent candidates struggle to compete fairly.
This entrenches the culture of impunity, where electoral misconduct is normalized, and politicians remain
unaccountable to the electorate (Oni & Joshua, 2020).

Coercion, Political Violence, and Intimidation: Beyond financial and electoral manipulation, godfathers
employ coercion and political violence as tools for maintaining control. Political godfathers often recruit thugs,
cultists, and militia groups to enforce their dominance by intimidating opponents and dissenting voices (Osumah
& Aghemelo, 2010). This mechanism has led to an increase in politically motivated assassinations, riots, and
voter suppression during elections (Obi, 2020). The strategic use of violence serves two purposes:

1. Ensuring loyalty among political protégés, who fear repercussions if they disobey their godfathers.
2. Eliminating opposition, making it difficult for political challengers to rise within the system.

This culture of violence fosters political instability and insecurity, discouraging credible individuals from
participating in politics and eroding citizens’ trust in the democratic process (Omotola, 2007).

Policy Influence and Government Interference : Once their candidates are in power, political godfathers
continue to control governance by dictating policy decisions, government appointments, and resource
allocations (Adebisi, 2022). Governors, legislators, and ministers backed by godfathers often act as puppets,
implementing policies that serve elite interests rather than the common good (Obianyo, 2019). This extends to
economic policies, where government contracts, procurement processes, and investment decisions are
manipulated to favor the financial and business interests of the godfathers (Oni & Joshua, 2020). The
interference of godfathers weakens democratic institutions, as public officeholders lack autonomy and decision-
making power. This practice contributes to weak governance structures, as leaders are selected based on loyalty
rather than competence (Ojo, 2019).

Protection from Prosecution and Legal Immunity : Another critical mechanism is the shielding of corrupt
politicians from prosecution. Political godfathers leverage their influence over law enforcement agencies,
judicial systems, and anti-corruption bodies to protect their allies from accountability (Obianyo, 2019). Even
when political officeholders engage in corruption, abuse of office, or human rights violations, they remain
untouchable due to their association with powerful godfathers (Adebisi, 2022). This results in a culture of
impunity, where individuals in power feel emboldened to engage in corrupt activities without fear of legal
consequences (Obi, 2020). The absence of accountability mechanisms further entrenches corruption, as there are
no deterrents against unethical political behavior (Omotola, 2007).

Political godfatherism in Nigeria is sustained through candidate imposition, financial dependency, electoral
fraud, coercion, policy interference, and legal immunity. These mechanisms collectively undermine democratic
governance, weaken institutions, and perpetuate corruption and impunity. The continued dominance of political
godfathers poses significant challenges to political accountability, democratic consolidation, and socio-
economic development. Addressing these issues requires stronger electoral laws, independent anti-corruption
agencies, enhanced civic engagement, and political reforms aimed at reducing the influence of elite patronage
networks.
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The Dynamics of Godfatherism in Nigeria: A Critical Analysis : The dynamics of godfatherism in Nigeria
are characterized by political patronage, economic influence, electoral manipulation, coercion, and institutional
control. These dynamics are not static; they evolve based on political transitions, economic shifts, and legal
reforms. This section critically analyzes the mechanisms, implications, and case studies of godfatherism in
Nigeria.

Political Patronage and Elite Influence : One of the fundamental aspects of godfatherism is the elite patron-
client relationship, where godfathers use their influence to promote candidates who will serve their interests
once in office (Joseph, 2014). This dynamic is fueled by economic power, access to state resources, and control
over party structures (Ojo, 2019). Political godfathers finance election campaigns, mobilize party delegates, and
secure electoral victories for their chosen candidates in exchange for continued influence over governance
decisions. In Nigeria, examples are numerous; one of such according to Adeoye (2021) is in Ogun State, former
Governor Olusegun Osoba played the role of a political godfather, influencing gubernatorial elections and
appointments within the state government. This case illustrates how godfathers ensure continuity of power
within their political networks while marginalizing independent candidates who lack elite backing.

Electoral Manipulation and Vote Rigging : Godfatherism thrives on electoral fraud and manipulation, where
political godfathers control electoral processes to install their preferred candidates. This is achieved through vote
buying, ballot stuffing, intimidation, and collusion with electoral officials (Omotola, 2007). The 2003 Anambra
State gubernatorial election serves as a clear example of electoral manipulation orchestrated by a political
godfather. The case of Chris Ngige and Chris Uba Saga in Anambra State represent a good example. Chris Uba,
a wealthy businessman and political godfather, handpicked Chris Ngige as the gubernatorial candidate for
Anambra State in 2003. Uba financed Ngige’s campaign and allegedly rigged the election in his favour.
However, after assuming office, Ngige attempted to assert independence and refused to channel state funds into
Uba’s private interests. In retaliation, Uba orchestrated Ngige’s Kidnapping and forced resignation (Ojukwu &
Shopeju, 2010). This incident highlights how godfathers demand absolute loyalty and use coercion and violence
to maintain control over political protégés.

Economic Exploitation and Control of State Resources : Another critical dynamic of godfatherism is the
exploitation of state resources for private gain. Political godfathers use their influence over elected officials to
secure lucrative government contracts, appointments, and financial kickbacks (Obianyo, 2019). This economic
stranglehold leads to budgetary misallocation, inflated contracts, and lack of development, as public funds are
diverted to satisfy the financial interests of political patrons. For example, in Oyo State, former Governor
Rashidi Ladoja fell out with his godfather, Lamidi Adedibu, over control of state finances. Adedibu had
expected Ladoja to allocate significant state resources to him, but when Ladoja resisted, he was impeached in
2006 through legislative maneuvering orchestrated by Adedibu (Obi, 2020). This case underscores how
economic dependency on godfathers weakens governance and leads to political instability.

Political Violence and Intimidation : Godfatherism in Nigeria is often reinforced through violence and
intimidation. Political thuggery is a common feature, where godfathers maintain control through sponsoring
gangs, cult groups, and militia forces to eliminate opposition and secure loyalty (Osumah & Aghemelo, 2010).
A notable case is the political dominance of Bola Ahmed Tinubu in Lagos State. Tinubu, a former governor, has
played a kingmaker role in determining successive governors since 2007 (Adebisi, 2022). His political
influence extends to party structures, electoral financing, and policy-making. Critics argue that this has created a
one-party hegemony in Lagos, where opposition candidates face intimidation, economic marginalization, and
limited political opportunities (Oni & Joshua, 2020).

Weakening of Democratic Institutions and Rule of Law : Godfatherism undermines democratic institutions
such as the judiciary, anti-corruption agencies, and electoral bodies. Political godfathers manipulate these
institutions to protect their allies from prosecution while persecuting political opponents (Adeoye, 2021). The
influence of godfathers over the judicial system has led to controversial court rulings, where politically
connected individuals escape justice despite evidence of corruption and electoral fraud (Obianyo, 2019). For
instance, during the 2007 general elections, several tribunal rulings overturned gubernatorial victories, citing
electoral malpractice. However, many of these verdicts were perceived as influenced by political godfathers
who controlled judicial appointments and legal processes (Omotola, 2007). This highlights how godfatherism
weakens legal accountability and reinforces the culture of impunity in Nigerian politics.
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The Nexus between Political Godfatherism, Corruption, and Impunity in Nigeria : Political godfatherism
in Nigeria is deeply intertwined with corruption and impunity, creating a governance system where state
resources are exploited for personal gains, democratic institutions are undermined, and accountability is
weakened (Ayoade, 2008). Godfatherism facilitates corruption by allowing elite political patrons to control
government structures and public funds through their protégés, who are placed in positions of power (Obi,
2020). This relationship creates a cycle where corrupt practices thrive, legal consequences are evaded, and
impunity is entrenched in the political system. This section critically analyzes the connections between political
godfatherism, corruption, and impunity in Nigeria by examining electoral malpractice, financial corruption,
policy manipulation, weak judicial accountability, and the culture of political immunity.

Electoral Malpractice as a Foundation for Corruption : The process of political godfatherism begins with
manipulated electoral processes, where godfathers finance elections, rig votes, and intimidate opponents to
ensure that their chosen candidates assume office (Omotola, 2007). In return, these candidates become beholden
to their sponsors, prioritizing private interests over public service (Adeoye, 2021). This cycle fosters a
governance system that is founded on corruption from the outset, as officeholders must recoup election expenses
and reward their godfathers with public contracts and appointments.

The 2007 Nigerian general elections is a good example for this assertion. The elections were widely regarded as
one of the most fraudulent elections in the country’s history, characterized by ballot stuffing, vote suppression,
and rigged results (Obianyo, 2019). Political godfathers across various states controlled the election process,
ensuring that their loyal candidates won, regardless of voter preference. The aftermath of this election saw
several legal disputes, yet many of the fraudulent leaders remained in office due to judicial compromises and
political patronage (Omotola, 2007). This case illustrates how electoral corruption facilitated by godfathers sets
the stage for broader governance failures.

Financial Corruption and Misappropriation of Public Funds : Political godfatherism fuels massive
corruption in Nigeria’s financial system, as public officeholders act in obedience to their political patrons rather
than in the interest of the public (Oni & Joshua, 2020). This is evident in the misappropriation of state funds
through inflated contracts, budget padding, and unauthorized financial allocations. Godfathers often control
major government contracts, monopolizing economic opportunities at the expense of public development (Obi,
2020). In 2004, Plateau State Governor Joshua Dariye was arrested in the UK for money laundering, with over
£1 million traced to his account (Obianyo, 2019). Despite overwhelming evidence of corruption, he returned to
Nigeria and resumed office with the backing of political godfathers who shielded him from prosecution. His
case highlights how political godfatherism enables corruption by ensuring that state executives can
misappropriate funds without facing consequences (Adebisi, 2022).

Policy Manipulation and Favoritism : One of the primary ways political godfatherism sustains corruption is
through manipulation of government policies to serve private interests. Godfathers influence policy decisions by
ensuring that economic, legislative, and infrastructural projects are awarded to businesses or individuals within
their networks (Ojo, 2019). This often results in substandard projects, abandoned infrastructure, and inefficient
governance, as contracts are awarded based on political loyalty rather than merit (Adeoye, 2021). For instance,
in Oyo State, the political rivalry between Governor Rashidi Ladoja and his godfather, Lamidi Adedibu, led to
administrative instability, where Adedibu demanded unrestricted access to state funds and government
appointments (Omotola, 2007). When Ladoja refused, he was impeached in a controversial legislative process,
showcasing how godfathers dictate governance to maintain control over state resources.

Weak Judicial Accountability and Legal Manipulation : Political godfathers often manipulate the judiciary
to protect their loyalists from corruption charges, creating an atmosphere where impunity thrives (Ojukwu &
Shopeju, 2010). By exerting influence over law enforcement agencies and judicial bodies, godfathers ensure that
their allies avoid prosecution while using the legal system to attack political opponents (Ayoade, 2008). This
weakens public confidence in the justice system and encourages more corrupt activities among political
elites.James lbori, the former Governor of Delta State (1999-2007), was accused of embezzling over $250
million (Obianyo, 2019). While he evaded prosecution in Nigeria due to political backing, he was later
convicted in the United Kingdom in 2012, where judicial independence prevented political interference (Obi,
2020). His case underscores how political godfatherism shields corrupt politicians from local accountability
while reinforcing a culture of impunity.
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Political Immunity and the Culture of Impunity : The most dangerous aspect of political godfatherism is that
it normalizes impunity, where public officials act without fear of legal consequences (Adebisi, 2022). Since
godfathers control law enforcement agencies, anti-corruption bodies, and political parties, their protégés often
enjoy unofficial immunity from prosecution, even when caught in corrupt acts (Oni & Joshua, 2020). This
culture of untouchability encourages further financial mismanagement, electoral fraud, and human rights abuses,
as politicians know they will not be held accountable (Omotola, 2007). The result is a governance system that
prioritizes elite interests over national development, leading to poor service delivery, widespread poverty, and
weakened democratic institutions.

V.  CONCLUSION
Political godfatherism in Nigeria has become a major catalyst for corruption and impunity, undermining
democratic governance, economic development, and institutional integrity. The dominance of political patrons
over electoral processes, financial resources, policy decisions, and judicial systems has created a governance
structure where loyalty to godfathers supersedes accountability to the public. This has fueled electoral fraud,
financial misappropriation, policy manipulation, and legal immunity for corrupt politicians, reinforcing a culture
of elite dominance and systemic corruption.

However, dismantling political godfatherism and its associated corruption requires comprehensive electoral
reforms, judicial independence, stronger anti-corruption measures, political finance regulations, and increased
civic engagement. By strengthening democratic institutions, enforcing strict legal accountability, and
empowering civil society, Nigeria can break free from the grip of political godfathers and establish a governance
system driven by transparency, accountability, and public service. Ultimately, the fight against godfatherism is
not only a political struggle but a societal imperative. It demands collective action from the government,
judiciary, civil society, media, and the electorate to ensure that Nigeria’s democracy is built on merit, integrity,
and public interest, rather than elite control and corruption. Only through consistent institutional reforms and
active civic participation can Nigeria overcome the influence of political godfathers and establish a governance
system that prioritizes good leadership, justice, and national development.

Potential Strategies for Dismantling Political Godfatherism, Corruption, and Impunity in Nigeria :
Political godfatherism, corruption, and impunity have significantly hindered Nigeria's democratic growth,
economic development, and institutional accountability. The dominance of political godfathers, electoral fraud,
financial corruption, judicial manipulation, and lack of accountability has entrenched a system where
governance is dictated by personal interests rather than national progress (Ayoade, 2008). To dismantle this
structure, strategic reforms in electoral processes, judicial independence, anti-corruption measures, political
financing, civic engagement, and institutional strengthening must be implemented. This section critically
discusses potential solutions to curb political godfatherism and its associated corruption and impunity in
Nigeria.

Electoral Reforms and Transparent Democratic Processes : One of the most effective ways to break the
cycle of godfatherism is to reform Nigeria’s electoral system to ensure free, fair, and transparent elections (Oni
& Joshua, 2020). Political godfathers thrive by manipulating elections through vote-buying, ballot stuffing, and
electoral violence (Obianyo, 2019). Therefore, strengthening electoral laws, enhancing voter education, and
promoting electronic voting and result transmission can limit the influence of political patrons.

Key Electoral Reforms

¢ Independent Electoral Commission: Strengthening the Independent National Electoral Commission
(INEC) by ensuring it operates autonomously, free from executive or legislative interference (Adeoye,
2021).

¢ Electronic Voting System: Implementing biometric voter registration, electronic voting, and digital result
transmission to eliminate human manipulation of votes (Omotola, 2007).

¢ Political Candidate Independence: Encouraging internal democracy within political parties to reduce the
dominance of political godfathers in candidate selection (Obi, 2020).

o Enforcing Electoral Offense Laws: Stringent penalties for electoral fraud and the establishment of a special
electoral offenses tribunal to punish perpetrators.
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Judicial Independence and Strengthening the Rule of Law : A compromised judiciary enables political
godfathers to manipulate legal processes, evade justice, and protect corrupt politicians (Ojukwu & Shopeju,
2010). Ensuring judicial independence and strengthening the rule of law are crucial for dismantling
godfatherism.

Judicial Reforms

e Independent Appointment of Judges: The judiciary must be free from executive or political interference
in the appointment and dismissal of judges (Obianyo, 2019).

e  Judicial Oversight Bodies: Establishing judicial oversight commissions to monitor judges' integrity and
prevent manipulation by political elites (Adeoye, 2021).

e  Swift Justice for Corrupt Politicians: Creating special anti-corruption courts to handle cases of political
corruption and impunity within a strict timeframe (Obi, 2020).

e  Whistleblower Protection: Strengthening the whistleblower policy to encourage citizens to report corrupt
judicial and political practices without fear of retaliation (Omotola, 2007).

Strengthening Anti-Corruption Institutions and Law Enforcement : Political godfathers exploit weak
anti-corruption institutions to shield themselves and their protégés from accountability (Ayoade, 2008).
Strengthening anti-corruption agencies and ensuring that law enforcement operates without political
influence is critical.

Key Strategies for Anti-Corruption Reforms

e Autonomy of Anti-Corruption Agencies: Agencies such as the Economic and Financial Crimes
Commission (EFCC) and Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC) should operate
independently without executive or legislative interference (Ojo, 2019).

e  Asset Recovery and Accountability: Confiscating and redistributing illegally acquired assets of corrupt
politicians to deter future corrupt practices (Oni & Joshua, 2020).

e  Public Audit and Financial Transparency: Strengthening the Office of the Auditor-General to ensure
transparent financial reporting and prevent misappropriation of public funds (Adeoye, 2021).

e  Protection for Anti-Corruption Officers: Ensuring security and protection for law enforcement officers
investigating high-profile corruption cases (Obianyo, 2019).

Ghana implemented strict anti-corruption laws and an independent special prosecutor’s office, leading to high-
profile prosecutions of corrupt politicians (Obi, 2020). Nigeria can adopt a similar approach by ensuring that
anti-corruption agencies operate autonomously without political pressure.

Regulating Political Financing and Reducing Money Politics : One of the main reasons political
godfatherism thrives is the high cost of elections, which forces candidates to seek financial support
from wealthy patrons (Oni & Joshua, 2020). Regulating campaign financing and reducing money
politics can weaken the financial dominance of political godfathers.

Key Political Financing Reforms

e  Publicly Funded Campaigns: Introducing state-sponsored election funding to reduce candidates’ reliance
on political godfathers (Adebisi, 2022).

e Donation Limits: Capping individual and corporate donations to political parties to prevent excessive
influence from wealthy elites (Obi, 2020).

e  Strict Financial Audits for Political Parties: Requiring political parties to disclose sources of campaign

funding and undergo independent financial audits (Omotola, 2007).

South Africa implemented a Political Party Funding Act in 2018, requiring parties to disclose donations and

banning anonymous contributions (Adeoye, 2021). Nigeria can adopt similar measures to increase transparency

and reduce godfathers' financial dominance.

Civic Engagement, Media Freedom, and Public Accountability : A vigilant civil society, independent media,

and active public participation are crucial in dismantling godfatherism and corruption. Citizens must be
empowered to demand accountability from politicians and expose corrupt practices.
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Key Strategies for Civic Engagement

Freedom of the Press: Strengthening media independence to report on corruption and political influence
without fear of retaliation (Ojo, 2019).

Civic Education and Voter Awareness: Educating voters about the dangers of godfatherism and the
importance of political independence (Ojukwu & Shopeju, 2010).

Digital Activism and Whistleblowing Platforms: Encouraging social media activism and online platforms
where citizens can report political corruption (Obianyo, 2019).

The #EndSARS movement of 2020 demonstrated how Nigerian youth used social media and protests to
challenge police brutality and government corruption (Adeoye, 2021). Similar civic mobilization can be used to
expose and resist political godfatherism.
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