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Abstract 

Traditional Institutions in Nigeria are the pillars of democracy in Nigeria. Government 

comes and goes but the traditional institutions have remained an integral framework of our 

history and the bedrock of our nation’s democracy. No government can work harmoniously 

without the assistance of the tradition institutions because these institutions have remained 

the pulse of the people and an enduring part of our cultural heritage. No society progresses 

without defined cultural norms and values which regulate the activities of its people. 

Politically, looking at the history of Africa it shows that countries have defined structures for 

the traditional institutions. For instance, the Nigeria’s 1960 and 1963 Constitutions created 

a Council of Chiefs for them in the regions and some of them were even regional Governors. 

The 1979 Constitution also gave them representations in the National Council of State and 

charged the traditional rulers with certain responsibilities in the political arena indirectly, 

This paper Seeks to discuss what roles do traditional institutions play in political arena and 

what challenges did traditional institutions face during and after elections and how to 

overcome such challenges in Nigeria.  
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Introduction 

The institution of traditional rulers is an enduring part of our heritage. It plays a 

critical role as the custodian of culture and traditions. Expectedly, our traditional rulers are 

closely linked with the grassroots, and so understand the problems of our people intimately. . 

The term, traditional rulers, will be used in this paper to refer to the various political leaders 

who exercise political power at ethnic or sub-ethnic levels in Nigeria. Although the 

paramount of chiefs was undone by colonial rule, traditional rulers have served as important 

adjuncts in the administration of post-colonial government in both Nigeria and Africa. The 

traditional institution in Nigeria has become an important part of the life of Nigerians and 

forms the bedrock of the political experience of many Nigerians. They elicit greater 

confidence and legitimacy in the eyes of the ordinary Nigerians than the institution of the 

modern state because of their belief of being their brother’s keeper at all times. 

The Colonial traditional Institutions 

Indirect rule was a British system of ruling her colonies with the use of merely 

supervising the administration. Indirect rule used the existing traditional system of 

administration and it recognized the status of traditional rulers who served as the priests of 

indirect rule. There were the warrant chiefs during the indirect rule system, and the then 

colonial government recognized local chiefs, who performed as native court judges. The first 

class chiefs were recognized in the middle belt of Nigeria during the colonial era. All these 

sets of traditional rulers contributed in no small measure, to the up liftmen of community 

development (Ojo, 1976).The role of traditional rulers has been undergoing change as the 

democratic dispensation within the country develops. It has therefore become necessary that 

they redefine their role as heads of their polities within the framework of developmental 

efforts by the central government and its adjuncts. 

The Post-Colonial traditional Institutions 

The role and status of traditional rulers in post independent Nigeria varied though 

with different administrations, they could be said to have remained agents for the 

perpetuation of our neo-colonial status, thereby upsetting the ongoing process of development 

in the country. Nwankwo (1992) stated that chiefs are custodians of the land and they held 

the land in trust for the people. They served as a link between that rural people and the 

government. They assist the government in political education and socialization of the rural 

people. They acted as the custodians of the traditional religion, arts and culture of the people. 
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The explained the customs and tried to preserve. In view of the political administration, 

traditional rulers have been given limited authority to settle minor disputes. In this regard also 

Axel (1998) asserts that traditional rulers try to make peace within the community and with 

neighboring communities. To Axel traditional rulers act as instrument of state control at the 

local level. Oloko (1976) maintained that the traditional rulers were responsible for nation 

building task such as the maintenance of the main road linking their areas, the supply of man-

power for the kingdom’s army, the up keep of the royal capital and collection of taxes and 

tributes due at various times. In the socio-cultural aspect he continued that in their role as the 

patrons of the creative and expressive arts of their people, traditional rulers took active steps 

to encourage the work of talented African carvers, sculptors, potters and so on. 

The new role for traditional rulers in Nigeria is to allow for traditional bureaucracy, so 

that rulers can intercede for the common man and modern state making it possible for the 

institution to broker- a new development and projects due to their closeness to the people as 

most traditional rulers are now educated, enlightened and well-travelled. Traditional rulers in 

Nigeria remain for a variety of reasons, important to the design and implementation of 

development projects within his area of jurisdiction. Their core functions include 

mobilization of their communities for developmental purposes. This includes the provision of 

infrastructure for enhanced standard of living within the community. Sometimes, traditional 

rulers initiate development projects and secure the support of both internal and external 

development agents for the execution of these projects. Citizens with the notion of identity 

and moral responsibilities to their people. This apparently, traditional leadership ties its 

pragmatic social responsibilities to the essentially means the inter connectivity’s of people 

and the shared responsibility for each other in ways that would be of benefits to the overall 

development of the society. In today’s role, traditional leaders played the role of upholding 

the values and administering the affairs of their domain. They were saddled with the 

responsibilities of working with municipalities to identify the needs of their communities and 

be involved in the shaping and participating in service delivery. They should also played a 

role in disaster management and the promotion of indigenous knowledge system. 

Traditional rulers work in conjunction with their subjects and therefore carry the 

whole community along to accomplish development projects that will be of benefit to the 

entire society. Traditional institutions today, the rulers promote peace, foster cohesion and 

traditional rulers provided leadership in ensuring that societies utilized available land to 
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increase agricultural output and enhance food security so as to alleviate the challenges of 

poverty, criminality and underdevelopment in rural areas: 

Integration, this has to do with primary adjustment of conflict in the community. It is 

concerned with the co-ordination and mutual adjustment of the community members. Legal 

norms define and standardize relations between individual and institutions and so reduce the 

potential for conflict. But when conflict does arise, it is settled by the traditional rulers and 

does not lead to the disintegration of the community and its development in general. Using 

the three functional perspective, traditional rulers are part of the society who have some 

functions to perform and contribute to the maintenance of the society (i.e. their communities) 

such function include the contribution of their quota in the maintenance of the internal peace 

and security in their domain which is the only way development can take place in the 

community. They help in revenue generation and community tax assessment, determination 

of religious matters and settlement of conflict arising there; they also contribute in 

community development efforts of their respective communities like building of health 

center, town halls, market shop, post office, electricity, construction of road networks, 

bridges and culverts, etc. 

Constitutional Provisions 

The framers of the 1979 constitution realized the traditional institution as a good rival 

political power and largely succeeded in dismantling or curtailing their authority and did a lot 

of damage to the judiciary and legislative powers of traditional rulers by denying them 

political roles in the new constitution which was in sharp contrast to the 1963 constitution. So 

also is the 1989 and 1995 constitution did same and relegated the powers by not attaching 

importance to the institution. The sentiment among these constitutions was that the 

institutions were irrelevant within the context of the Nigerian state that emphasizes 

achievements rather than ascribed status or symbols. Now let us be honest with ourselves, the 

traditional institution is not perfect, it has a lot of problems, particularly the deficit of trust 

because some of them have auctioned the dignity of the institution to money bag politicians. 

Since Nigeria’s return to democracy in 1999, some traditional leaders and royal 

fathers from the east, south, west and north of the country have abandoned decorum, self-

respect, caution and the interests of their people by quickly aligning themselves with one 

political party or another for personal gains. It is wrong for any member of the traditional 
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institution to declare support to a politician, but it is a disaster when such an endorsement is 

made by a royal father who should see himself more as a father to all the contestants: 

a. Self-inflicted (partisanship in politics, defecation of traditional values, lack of 

integrity by some, money-for-chieftaincy policies. 

b. Dwindling sphere of influence (creation of new states and local governments 

areas have further Balkanized the ‘kingdom’ overseen by the traditional rulers 

c. Conflict of interest between local government authorities and traditional 

rulers, and a need to clarify who should do what in local community matters 

d. Politics (Party politics have been played in a manner to undermine the 

influence of traditional rulers over local voters 

e. Civilization and development (the era of inquiring minds, professionals etc. 

This era has witnessed lots of social changes including, i.e many traditional 

rulers involves in early married with under age children which rises concerns 

in communities 

f. Abuse of privilege (giving chieftaincy titles and honors to less deserving 

members of the society has created a society with false values, and negative 

role models. 

They have been denied the requisite resources to effectively function and perform 

their roles also as custodians of the people’s culture and traditions. These issues need the 

urgent attention of the present government if it wants to attain a lasting peace in Nigeria. The 

institution must be taken into cognizance once and for all. Another challenges that worsened 

the effectiveness of traditional rulers include, the 1976 Local Government Reforms, which 

diminished the role of traditional institution in the democratic governance of local 

governments and the contradiction between traditional authorities and modern democracy. In 

1986, President Ibrahim Babangida set up a committee (the Political Bureau) to ascertain the 

political preferences of Nigerians. The committee organized a series of national debates and 

invited Nigerians to submit memoranda on their preferred political options. It received many 

memoranda on the role of traditional rulers. As the committee noted in its report, the issue of 

traditional ruler ship was one of the topics in the debate which generated considerable 
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interest. The framers of Nigeria 1979 Constitution thought that they had resolved the debate 

by denying traditional rulers any formal political role in the new constitution. This was in 

sharp contrast to the 1963 Constitution which created a legislative chamber in each of the 

regions for chiefs. Following the practice initiated by the architects. 

How To Over Come Such Challenges 

As government alone cannot provide all the basic needs for its people, the institution 

plays a vital role in the development process which at once enhances democracy and sustains 

our nation. They play such roles by mobilizing people to execute projects, sensitization about 

health hazards, promoting education, preaching peace, mutual co-existence and encouraging 

various enterprise inspiring respect for law and urging people to participate in electoral 

processes and most of these efforts are done without formal recognition or financial support 

from government but rather from the meager funds of the traditional rulers and as such, they 

must be financially enhanced and motivated to carry out their functions. The traditional rulers 

are the rallying point for the changing insecurity tide across Africa and Nigeria in particular 

in terms of value reorientation and moral obligations.), Sustainable Development Goals, 

vision 20:2020 and the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) can only be achieved when 

traditional rulers are truly involved in the implementation, rather than pay lip service because 

majority of the rulers are close to the people at the grassroots and it is only through them that 

this development can percolate to this segment of the society. 

Conclusion 

Today, the traditional institutions provide a sense of continuity and stability in an era 

of great change. They can serve as intermediaries to ensure that change occur in an orderly 

and familiar way. Yet at the same time, they are to display impressive flexibility, adapting to 

meet the needs of the day in an effort to preserve or enhance their position within local 

communities. That is why from the Sultan’s palace to the palace of the Ooni of lfe and the 

Amanyanabo of Kalabari, the words are the same and they preach peace, unity and stability, 

the very unifying factors that held us together as one nation, one people with a common 

heritage. 
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Recommendations 

a. Traditional rulers have to adopt the spirit of yearly dialogue amongst the 

subjects. The outcome of the yearly dialogue will create necessary relationship 

towards community development programmers. 

b. Wealthy individuals from in the community can support the traditional 

institution to enable traditional rulers embark on huge projects. 

c. The entire population or community should be sensitized to respond to self-

help development projects of the community. 

d. The resources realized for community development projects both money and 

materials should be utilized in such a way that the people will gain from them. 

e. The spirit of honesty, transparency and accountability should be the watch 

word of any traditional ruler. 

f. Independent allocations should be given to traditional rules so that they 

discharge responsibilities. 
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