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It is a well-known issue and an on-going discuss among many academies, political observers, critics 

and social commentators, of the state of Nigerian political culture, and its political ideological trend, 

which has been a real source of challenge for the stability of its political life. Though the country over 

the years has under gone series of political intersection and democratic dysfunctions in his 56 years 

of political independence since 1960. Nigeria has moved from a parliamentary system in 1960; to a 

republican state in 1963; then to a presidential system of government in 1979, which has remain till 

date. The strong issue here for much consideration is the fact that in as much as the systems of 

governance were changing, not very much change was recorded with regards to the actors’ political 

cultures, or ideological perceptions.  

The common view of a political culture of a people includes their  acceptance of democracy as the 

best form of political interaction and practice, respect for other people’s views on political matters, 

respecting other people’s views to have right to belong to any political party of their choice, by 

believing in a process of choosing those that would form governments at all levels, subscribing to 

total respect and regards of any government in power, and finally finding the will power of choice. 

 By considering the various stages of the countries democratic transitions and political inter-changes, 

one would easily observe the trends on which each stages of the transitional civil governance had 

shaped the thinking and behaviour of the actors and participants of each era, which of cause were 

based on different terms of political principles, ideologies and cultures. Before going into further 

details on the political or social changes of the country’s political thoughts and actions. It is 

important to define some key factors. 

What is a political culture?  

A political culture is a set of attitudes and practices held by a people that shapes their political 

behaviour. It includes moral judgments, political myths, beliefs, and ideas about what makes for a 

good society. A political culture is a reflection of a government, but it also incorporates elements of 

history and tradition that may predate the current regime. Political cultures matter because they 

shape a population’s political perceptions and actions. Governments can help shape political culture 

and public opinion through education, public events, and commemoration of the past. Political 

cultures vary greatly from state to state and sometimes even within a state. Generally speaking, 

however, political culture remains more or less the same over time.  

Regional/Ethnic Culture  

Even in all developed democracies political culture varies from place to place, such as in America or 

Europe;  For much of the twentieth century,  the American southern politicians were reputed to be 

slow-acting and polite, whereas northern politicians were seen as efficient but abrupt and 

sometimes rude.; so also are the British politicians with similar geo-political aliment. The case is not 

very much different in Nigeria considering South/North political divide which in clear terms are 

musty based on power struggle, rather than cultural-ideology. 

 



Political Citizenship   

Political culture is connected to notions of citizenship because political culture frequently includes an 

idea of what makes people good citizens. A citizen is a legal member of a political community, with 

certain rights and obligations. Because each country has its own requirements for citizenship and 

attendant rights, the definition of “citizen” varies around the world.  And in Nigeria never the case 

should not be an otherwise, every person should be accorded an equal political citizenship to part-

take in all forms of political activities and public engagement.  

Aristotle and Citizenship   

The Greek philosopher Aristotle was probably the first person to puzzle over what makes someone a 

citizen in his treatise Politics (c. 335–323 BC). He reasoned that living in a particular place does not 

automatically make a person a citizen because; in his day (as in ours) resident aliens and immigrants 

often lived in a country without becoming citizens. In the end, Aristotle defined a citizen as one who 

shares in the offices and power of a regime (even if only in a small way). So, a tyranny has one 

citizen, whereas a democracy has many citizens. Hope that those determining our present 

citizenship would take note of this kindled definition, while striving to up-hold the spirit of our daring 

democracy. 

Characteristics of Good Citizens  

A good citizen lives up to the expectations of the authority and embodies much of what a particular 

political culture considers important. A Nigerian who lives an exemplary life but who does not work 

to help his immediate community or larger society, will probably be seen as a good and upright 

person, but not as a real good citizen. Instead, we expect good citizens to help others and to make 

the community a better place through active participation in public life. In the case of Nigeria there 

are many good citizens, of whom the cobweb of political disenfranchisement would not their 

participation in public life.  

•Vote in elections  

•Obey all local, state, and federal laws  

•Pay taxes  

•Be informed about political issues  

•Volunteer to help less fortunate people  

•Demonstrate patriotism by respecting the flag, singing the national anthem, and knowing the 

Pledge of Allegiance  

•Recycle to sustain the climate 

•Help the community when needed  

 

 



Political Culture and Change  

Political culture changes over time, but these changes often happen slowly. People frequently 

become set in their ways and refuse to alter their attitudes on significant issues. Sometimes it can 

take generations for major shifts to occur in a nation’s political culture. Base on this fact, it is very 

obvious that by looking at the moving trends on Nigerian democratic transition, there have been 

dramatic changes influenced by certain paradigm shifts of some political elements from a particular 

era. Taking for example; the political culture of the first republic defers from that of the second 

republic, and must recently that of the fourth republic. The attitude and behaviour of key actors and 

citizen participation is drawing on different lines perception. 

 Political Culture and Nation-Building 

Political culture, refers to what people believe and feel about government, and how they think 

people should act towards it.  To understand the relationship of a government to its people, and 

how those people are going to act toward that government and others, it is necessary to study what 

those people believe about themselves and government.   Daniel Elazar, from whom much of the 

information below has been taken,  has defined it as:  "the particular pattern of orientation to 

political action in which each political system is imbedded."  A more simple definition is:   "Attitudes, 

values, beliefs, and orientations that individuals in a society hold regarding their political system." 

Moral Political Culture: In this culture type society is held to be more important than the individual. 

Individualism is not submerged in any way, but the group recognizes the need of individuals to 

assign value to the group. Government tends to be seen as a positive force. This emphasizes the 

commonwealth conception as the basis for democratic government.  Politics is considered one of 

the great activities of man in the search for the "good society."  Good government is measured by 

the degree to which it promotes the public good.  Issues have an important place in the moralistic 

style of politics.  Politicians are expected not to profit from political activity.   Serving the community 

is the core of the political relationship even at the expense of individual loyalties and political 

friendships.  In practice this often results in more amateur participation in politics than in the other 

political cultures.   

Individual Political Culture:  In areas with this type of political culture, government is seen as having 

a very practical orientation. Government is instituted for largely utilitarian reasons.  It need not have 

any direct concern with questions of the "good society."  Emphasis on limiting 

community/government intervention into private activities.  Government should be largely 

restricted to those areas which encourage private initiative.  Private concerns are more important 

than public concerns here. To a significant degree there is cynicism about government.   Dirty politics 

tends be accepted as a fact. The key to understanding this type is that people accept dirty politics as 

the way things are and should be.  

Traditional Political Culture:  Social and family ties are prominent where this type of political culture 

is found. This often means that some families run the government and others have little to say about 

it. This reflects an older attitude that embraces a hierarchical society as part of the natural order of 

things.  Government is seen as an actor with a positive role in the community, but the role is largely 

limited to securing the maintenance of the existing social order.  Political leaders play a largely 



conservative and custodial role rather than being innovative.  Otherwise, limited government is 

viewed as best because that is all that is required to meet the needs of those in power.  

Political culture, as we tend to understand it is in fact what drives civil obedience, respect for law 

and order and, above all, the general belief and agreement that when people of different ideas, 

economic necessities, social and political differences come together, they must have the cause to 

disagree and at the same time know how to agree after disagreeing. As  the common saying goes in 

political circle that in Politics there is no “Permanent Friend or Permanent Foe”  It is for this very 

reason that there are existence of opposition either individual, group of individuals or political 

institutions, in a country,  state,  or community, must be seen as an integral component of a political 

culture with a political system. So therefore, no person should be denied the absolute right and 

liberty to join or belong to any political party of one’s choice in accordance with the detects of one’s 

belief without being subjected to harassment, discrimination or injustice.  

Nigerian political history without any exceptions form the periods of Military coups, to the era of all 

forms of reversed civilian rules there have been all sorts of power oppression, subjection-orders, 

political opposition intimidation and suppression, the attribution of impunity-for-impunity in the 

name of Anti-graft or corruption fighting, and unprecedented level of injustice within the justice 

system at the expense of the countries highly priced democracy.  

It is important here to know that many countries of the world have developed political cultures with 

which they are known and appreciated, as either a developed or developing democracy For 

example, the strength of American or British democracy is based on the political culture of the 

Americans or the British conceptual believes, which is sustained on strong subscription to principled 

ideas of a free society where politics is played without rancour or bickering.  

In developed democracies, there is a form of  political culture which measures that there must be a 

clear-cut separation between religion and government; that the judiciary must be seen to be 

independent, unbiased in its adjudication of legal and constitutional justice; that the body of civil 

and public servants must not discriminate against anybody on ground of political or civil society 

affiliation; that members of political parties should subscribe to the programmes and manifestos of 

their parties, but more than that, the ideologies of such political parties must be clearly stated and 

open to the citizens understanding . 

But in the case of Nigeria, there is huge argument and various postulation on the fact that the ethnic 

compositions of the Nigerian nation-state is too diverse and too divergent, and as such the complex 

nature of its political orientations, It is on this that there are monumental suspicion, rivalry and 

endless struggle for political power, subversion and economic domination, among the three largest 

ethnic groups – Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba.  

This has been severally demonstrated in various form through the political dispensations, with the 

Northern Oligarchy claiming right to political power, dominance and force, which at one point or the 

other has seen huge threat to unity and peace of the nationhood, during the 1979, 1983 and must 

recently the 2011 and 2015 general elections, there is a renewed tension on the present democratic 

trend of a political culture of “Born to Rule” believe and attitude by growing Northern elites. The 

south thou, hugely divided between the Yorubas and Igbos, are struggling to keep to pace with this 

changing political culture phenomenal of the North which is highly based on religious 



fundamentalism  and Islamic extremism . The South-west political culture is strongly woven around 

its socio-cultural elements and the ideas of socio-economic strands or principles , which in various 

occasions has put the region in a position of political brokers or power determinants, thus there are 

also the issues of socio-religious and ethnic asymmetric believes which gives room to divided 

interest . While the South-east is very much deep in its republican self-interventionist nature, 

egocentric individualism and broken ethnic nationalistic believes, has left the region becoming a 

working field of political trading by batter for political inclusiveness and survival.  

 If there are any striking differences that divides the people as a nation-sate, the emergence of a 

political culture as a phenomenal  has not been  feasible enough, within the political mind-field over 

the years to make any significant change on the believe and behaviour of both the actors and 

participants. Though, Nigerian political space and its intended cultural fascist are wholly controlled 

and sustained by the so-called political elites, who in their various enclaves or strong-holds 

determine the outcomes of any political or electoral activities in such areas of absolute control. 

The principle of “Partrimonialism” has in many ways influenced the thinking and behaviour of 

Nigerian political actors, as sustained by the political elites and their cronies, through the cliental and 

patronal culture. As such trying to identify the nature of Nigerian political culture is very easy in view 

of its negative expressions and actions within the polity.  For example, looking  at some  

fundamental factors such as; Election Rigging, The lack of internal democracy within political parties, 

The mixed grill of political partisan memberships, The compromising scale corruption on electoral  

processes, The monumental citizens’ apathy in civil participation, A massive political ignorance 

among the huge adult-youth in the society,  The spasmodic and inconsistent  electoral Acts 

amendment processes and complexity of interpretations,  The act of Impunity-for-Impunity, A 

distorted legislature at all levels,  A failing judicial system,  and an executive government that 

negates the rule of law.  It is very obvious that with all this so-mentioned Anti-culture and deprived 

political system, the Nigerian political life deserves more, imperatively from its political classes and 

the citizenry at large.   

Political culture in all developed democracies encompasses the following factors: constitutional 

foundation, separation of powers, checks and balances, elements of political principles, and total 

submission to Rule of Law. 

But the problem here with regards to the present political structure and institutions is that Nigeria is 

highly fragmented and polarized politically, most of the politicians who have inflamed the flames of 

ethnic, religious, and regional hatred culture, have also failed to address the country's real socio-

economic and socio-cultural crisis which has created a huge gap between the rich politicians and the 

growing poor masses, developing what I call “Cultural Poverty”. Therefore, it would be just a matter 

of time, and purpose until the violence that had been primarily orchestrated by the political elites 

started breaking out spontaneously among an increasingly embittered poverty ridden people, such 

as is unfolding at the moment in many parts of the country, from the overflow of political and 

electoral activities, with its unintended outcomes. 


