
Internal party democracy is very necessary in a representative democracy. It promotes democratic principles like 
accountability, transparency, inclusivity, participation and representation.  It presents a bottom-up approach in the 
building of party structures and organisations in a manner that promotes internal distribution of power and diffusion 
of authorities at different levels.  In the buildup to the 2019 general elections in Nigeria, the media   have reported 
cases of party defections, litigations, rancour and acrimony amongst party members due to alleged disagreement on 
sundry matters such as the selection of candidates for the general elections.  This study, therefore, interrogated 
internal party democracy andthe selection of candidates: An analysis of the 2019 general elections in Nigeria.  The 
objective was to identify how internal party democracy or lack of it in the selection of candidates for the 2019 general 
elections affected the political parties in the actualization of their primary functions in a democracy.  The research 
design was ex-post facto design and the data were obtained through secondary sources.  The framework of analysis 
was the theory of prebendalism which guided the study. The study recommended among other things that political 
parties in Nigeria should be made to develop along ideological lines to reduce the spate of inter-party defections.
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Introduction
Political parties all over the world are the cornerstone of representative democracy and electoral process. 
Therefore the relationship between political parties and representative democracy cannot be over 
emphasized in modern society.  Literatures drawn from the discourse on party politics highlight the 
centrality of political parties in a well-functioning democracy.  Carothers (2006) argued that political 
parties perform essential functions including aggregating citizen's interests, forming government, 
developing and promoting policy positions and programmes, grooming and selecting political leadership.  
It has also been said that political parties in emerging democracies are caught in the dilemma of performing 
simultaneously the standard functions of political recruitment, mobilization of electoral support and setting 
of political agendas on the one hand, and in another establishing themselves as viable partisan 
organizations (Gunther &Diamond, 2003). They opined that modern democracy is unthinkable save in 
terms of political parties while Muller (2000)in support of that assertion emphasized that political parties 
are endemic to democracy.  In contrast, the dysfunctionality of political parties can spell doom for 
representative democracy, as there is a growing literature on the connection between a malfunctioning 
political party system and democratic crisis (Berger, 1979). 
The imperative of political parties in a democratic society is manifest when political parties enjoy internal 
or intra- party democracy. This is mainly noticeable when political parties are not privatized or hijacked by 
person(s) or group of persons.  Internal democracy refers to the extent to which the conduct of internal party 
affairs embodies the principles of electivity, accountability, transparency, inclusivity, participation and 
representation (Mimpen, 2006).  It suggests a bottom-up approach in the building of the party structures 
and organisation in a manner that ensures internal distribution of power and dispersion of authorities and 
power at different levels rather than concentration of such powers in one organ (Cular, 2004).  The import 
of internal democracy in political parties is to ensure that party structures and organisations are 
participatory and inclusive in order to become vehicles for democratic leadership and values (Salih, 2006). 
This paper therefore interrogates internal party democracy and the selection of candidates: An Analysis of 
the 2019 general elections in Nigeria. In so doing, the study is divided into seven sections.  Following this 
introduction, the second section presents the statement of the problem and the third section focuses on the 
methodology. The Fourth looks at the theoretical framework while fifth deals with conceptual clarification. 
The sixth section interrogates internal party democracy and the selection of candidates: An analysis of the 
2019 general elections.  Finally, the last section features the concluding remarks and recommendations.
Statement of the Problem

The disaster associated with lack of internal party democracy especially in the selection of candidates 
forthe 2019 general elections in Nigeria, presents a worrisome dimension of the paradox of the party system 
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in the building of representative democracy in Nigeria. Since the commencement of Nigeria's Fourth 
Republic, there has been an unending quest and outcry for the institutionalization of internal party 
democracyand adherence to its ideals and principles. The period of selecting candidates for general 
elections has always been a source of tension and sometimes violence. Such tensions at times threaten the 
existence of political parties. This in most cases emanates from perceived deliberate imposition of 
candidates at the expense of other candidates who might have contested and probably emerged winner in 
the primaries. The deliberate imposition of candidates during party primary elections undermines the very 
essence of democracy and  at times lead to inter-party defections or generates post-election disputes which 
results in litigation through which aggrieved candidates seek redress in court while others resort to self-help 
by institutionalizing violence. These have serious implication for party stability and the democratic process. 
It is on this premise, that this paper examines internal party democracy in the selection of candidates: An 
Analysis of the 2019 general elections in Nigeria.

Methodology
Ex-post facto design was applied in carrying out this study. This is because the events under study had 
already taken place before the study. Qualitative method of data collection was used to obtain data from 
documentary evidence of secondary sources. Content analysis was adopted in analyzing the data 
obtained.

Theoretical Framework 
This study was anchored on the theory of Prebendalism.  The term was devised by Richard Joseph 
specifically to describe the Nigerian politics in the Second Republic, 1979-1983. The Richard's coinage has 
remained the dominant system in Nigeria (Joseph, 1987 cited in Egwu, 2014 p. 197).  Prebendalism means 
the distribution of public positions to the elites in order for them to gain wealth from the operation of the 
office (Van de Walle, 2007 cited in Egwu, 2014). So, prebendalism is an elite bargain in which the benefits 
are narrowly distributed. Prebendalism dismantles the state, transforms it into personal fiefdoms and 
subverts the rule of law.
The theory of prebendalism described Nigerian political system as being characterized by “patterns of 
political behaviour… rest on the justifying principle that…offices should be competed for and then utilized 
for the personal benefits of office holders as well as their reference or support group.” (Joseph, 1996, p.81).

In analyzing the rise and fall of Nigeria's second republic, Joseph argued that “Nigerians support political 
democracy just like they would support the military because it is the best way for elite to continue their 
ethnically and regionally based competition for the spoils of office (Joseph, 1996)”.
No wonder Adams Oshiomhole seem to lend credence to the above assertion when he rightly argued that 
the perception of the public about politics in Nigeria is not different. He stated thus:

Politics under both civilian and military government is largely a matter of “who gets what, 
when and how?  For the public, government by politicians (Yoruba; Ijoba Oselu) 
succeeded government by whites, (IjobaOyinbo) and alternates with government by the 
soldiers (Ijoba Ologun).  Government by the people doesn't enter into it.  Nigerians 
generally may have had little love for Ghana's Kwame Nkrumah, but they certainly 
appreciate, and act on his advice to “seek ye first the political Kingdom” (Ohiomole cited 
in Nwokocha, 2007 p.72).

Applying this theory to this study, validates the view that Nigerian political entrepreneurs deliver votes but 
without necessarily recruiting and mobilizing voters.  In the developed clime, political parties are the 
vehicles through which visible leaders try to distribute real benefits to their constituents.  In contrary, in 
Nigeria much power seems to be behind the scenes, with the visible leaders simply assuring continuing 
prebendal access to state resources for the invisible wealthy men who purchase thugs to carry out the work 
of delivering the elections (sometimes by preventing people from voting and stuffing ballot boxes on their 
behalf).  Thus, these political parties are driven by the prebends of office  the need by elite for continued 
access to them and the finance for them to purchase the election (Egwu, 2014).  There is usually a vigorous 
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competition for power in Nigeria but the godfathers determine the outcome.  The competition is 
exclusively between or amonggodfathers and is determined by the bargaining ability amongst them with 
the politicians who stand for office not necessarily always being the important actors and the electorates 
counting very little.  Since the real competition is about office, not policy, the elite often appear 
interchangeable (Leonard and Egwu, 2008).

The political godfathers determine which candidate is selected for election purpose either through the 
formal channels of decision-making in the political parties or through informal networks of social ties and 
obligations that ultimately influence party decisions.  Godfathers are also linked to primitive 
“accumulation” of votes in which their influence and networks are used to rig election or write election 
results in favour of anointed candidates.  However, the ultimate aim of political godfather is to take over the 
machinery of governance by determining who takes the juicy cabinet positions having successfully 
installed a beneficiary as president, governor or local government chairman.  It can also be a legislator at the 
national or state level who are selected into legislative positions to advance their economic and political 
interests.  This trend has negative impact on democracy because the power of the people is being mortgaged 
and the visible things Nigerians need from their state are readily distributed as patronage goods. 
Conceptual Clarification
The focus of this paper revolves around two concepts; viz Democracy (internal democracy) and 
political party.  A conceptual clarification of these two concepts will help to place them in correct 
epistemological foci within the context of this study.

The concept of democracy is very common in Social Science; however, just as most concepts in social 
sciences and political science in particular, democracy is ambiguous and so amenable to differing 
conceptions.  For example, some see it as people's rule while others see it within the context of institutional 
arrangements.  Accordingly, democracy has been conceptualized as “the involvement of the people in the 
running of the political, socio-economic and cultural affairs of their society” (Chafe, 1994).  The ubiquitous 
definition of democracy is one offered by Abraham Lincoln (one time President of United States) who 
defined democracy as the government of the people, but the people and for the people. Nevertheless, a 
scholarly examination of the different definitions of democracy by scholars will be an unnecessary exercise 
here rather we shall summarize for the purpose of this study, the basic presuppositions of democracy which 
includes the following;
(i) Democracy means majority rule;
(ii) It means freedom of choice or free will;
(iii) It gives room for the rule of law and entrenchment of fundamental human rights;
(iv) It is based on universal adult suffrage.

Political parties on the other hand, are the foundation of any democracy.  A political party helps to articulate 
group aim, foster quality political leadership, formulates and promotes policy alternatives and presents 
voters with coherent electoral choices by recruiting political leaders, through selection of candidates to 
represent them at elections (Scarrow, 2005).It is different from other social groups like labour unions and 
other associations because of the unique functions it performs, such as development of policies and 
programmes, communicating demands to the centre of governmental decision-making and recruitment and 
selection of people for governmental and legislative offices.  The foregoing functions of political parties 
reveal and reinforce the inevitable roles they play in democracies, and in performing these roles effectively, 
there is the need for the political parties to be a paradigm of democracy in themselves.

Unfortunately, political parties especially as we have become used to in Nigeria often fail to perform these 
roles and even engage in practices that grossly undetermined democracy even in their internal affairs.  It has 
been made palpable that the worst assaults on our democracy are being unleashed by politicalparties. The 
accounts below captures cases of undemocratic practices for which political parties in Nigeria are notorious 
with focus on the 2019 general elections.
One fundamental way to measure the level of internal democracy in a political party is the process through 
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which it selects candidates for general elections.  Party primaries are expected to reflect the will of the 
people by giving the members the privilege to choose their leaders and representatives. Unfortunately, the 
common trend in Nigeria today is that party primaries are tainted due to exclusion of many party members 
from participation.  The result is usually the emergence of unpopular candidates.
Internal Party Democracy and the Selection of Candidates: An Analysis of the 2019 General Elections in 
Nigeria

In the build up to the 2019 general elections in Nigeria, the wards, local governments and state congresses 
were conducted but the results were weird due to controversy, especially in the ruling All Progressives 
Congress (APC).  The situation witnessed parallel congresses, hoarding of nomination forms, non-conduct 
of congresses and back door selection of delegates.  The cleavages that arose therein pitted many 
stakeholders against one another along divergent interest lines.Against this backdrop were allegations of 
imposition and shortchanging of candidates; impunity and selective justice by godfathers who maneuvered 
the system to place strategic party positions and structures in the hands of their trusted allies. In Rivers State 
the legal battle that ensued between the factions loyal to the Transportation Minister, the Rt. Hon. Rotimi 
Chibuike Amaechi and that of Senator Magnus Ngei Abe over the party congresses cost the APC all the 

thelective positions in the State.  In an unprecedented decision on 7  January 2019, the Hon. Justice 
Omotosho of the Federal High Court, Port Harcourt Division, delivered a judgement (in a suit instituted by 
Senator Magnus Abe) barring the APC in Rivers State from fielding any candidates in Rivers State at any 
level for the 2019 general elections and also restrained INEC from accepting or presenting the names of any 
APC candidate for the elections.  The court based this decision on the failure of the APC in Rivers State to 
conduct valid primaries “in accordance with due process”, particularly because the primaries were 
conducted during the pendency of a suit on the same issue and the existence of a ruling barring the APC 
from fielding candidates delivered by the Hon. Justice C. Nwogu of the Rivers State High Court.

Shortly, thereafter, the court of Appeal upturned the decision of the High Court of Rivers State and affirmed 
the right of the APC to field candidates at the elections.  This ruling of the court of Appeal was later set aside 
by the Supreme Court which invoked its original jurisdiction under section 22 of the Supreme Court Act.  
This in effect meant that the judgement of the Federal High Court remained valid, binding and subsisting 
against the APC in Rivers State.

Also, the decision of the Supreme Court over the political crisis that rocked the APC in Zamfarais a pointer 
to the negative effect of lack of internal democracy.  The Supreme Court held that APC did not conduct a 
valid primary election in the State with the crude implications for the candidates elected under its platform 
at the said elections.   It suffices to state that the circumstances that led to non-holding of valid party 
primaries in Zamfara State is traceable to the major albatross around the neck of party primaries in Nigeria 
viz;the elevation of the interest of godfathers over others thereby feeding the emotions which create room 
for factions and divisions within the political party.  This captures the case in Lagos where the APC 
godfather, Senator Ahmed Bola Tinubu single handedly made the state Governor, Akinwunmi Ambode to 
fail the gubernatorial primary in the state.  The Lagos strong man withdrew his support for the governor and 
brought out Babajide Olusola Sanwoolu for the governorship position.  This was attested to by Senator 
Tinubu himself while speaking to Journalist at Ward C in Ikeja Local Government Area after voting at the 
primary election. He(Tinubu) described governor Ambode as a “bad party man” who lost the support of 

ndparty members (Punch Online, 2  October, 2018). The truth of the matter is that he had a frosty relationship 
with the governor.  This has been the style of Ahmed Bola Tinubu.  For instance in the past, the Senator 

thMamora Olorunnibe Adeleke, a ranking Senator who represented Lagos East Senatorial District in 5  and 
th6  Senate was replaced with Mrs. OluremiTinubu(the wife of the party leader Ahmed Bola Timubu). 

Tinubu did the same thing during the selection of the deputy governor to Governor Raji Fashola.  Against 
Fashola's wish, Bola Tinubu replaced Mrs. Sara Adebisi Sosan with Mrs. Adejoke Orelope  Adefulire 
(Ukaeje, 2011 p.29).  This is highly undemocratic.
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Ukaeje (2011) notes that the undemocratic tendencies are not the exclusive preserve of the big parties but 
that the smaller parties are not exonerated.  Jacob (2014) noted that lack of internal democracy and 
godfatherism of the big parties are exposed because they are parties that can be easily noticed.

The lack of internal party democracy vis-à-vis selection of candidates for elections have also resulted in 
anti-partyactivities which also stifle the consolidation of internal democracy in Nigerian Political 
Parties.The 2019 general elections witnessed many cases of anti-party activities on this premise such as the 
one exhibited by two All Progressive Congress governors.  They are governors Rochas Okorocha of Imo 
State and Ibikunle  Amosun of Ogun State.  They defied the party that brought them to power by sponsoring 
and supporting opposition candidates against their own party candidates.  While Okorocha preferred his 
son-in-law, Uche Nwosu of the Action Alliance to succeed him, Amosun chosed Abiodun Akinlade of the 
Allied Peoples' Movement.  The two former governors encouraged their preferred candidates to defect 
from the APC because they were alleged to have been denied APC governorship tickets in their states.  It is 
interesting to note that the two governors did not defect with their adopted godsons but rather stayed put in 
the APC, contested and won elections into the Senate.  However, ahead of the March 9 Governorship 
Election, the APC leadership suspended the two governors and threatened them with expulsion.

The politics of carpet-crossing (defection) which has been an underlining feature of Nigeria's party politics 
also stand as counter to the consolidation of internal party democracy.  In most cases the circumstances and 
excuses for party defection in a multi-party democracy have remained the same, but decamping time is both 
strategic and dynamic.  In 2013, five governors (Adamawa, Kano, Kwara, Rivers, and Sokoto, 37 members 
of the House of Representatives and 11 Senators left the PDP for the All Progressives Congress (APC), 
thusgiving life to the then newly createdopposition party.  However, many of the same individuals that left 
the PDP in 2013 made a u-turn in 2018 as reported by the Guardian of July 24, 2018.  the paper reported that 
in the build up to the 2019 general elections, 15 senators, 37 representatives and 3 state governors left the 
ruling All Progressive Congress for other parties mainly the People's Democratic Party. Some of the 
Senators that defected to PDP were Barnabas Gemade (Benue), Shaaba Lafiaji (Kwara),Rafiu Ibrahim 
(Kwara), Usman Nafada (Gombe), Suleiman Hunkuyi (Kaduna),Rabiu Musa Kwakwanso (Kano).  Others 
were Ibrahim Danbaba, Ubale Shittu, Isah Misau, Suleiman Nafiz, Rafiu Ibrahim, Dino Melaye and 
LanreTejuosho. Also, Monsurat Sunmonu (Oyo) and Abdulaziz Nyako (Adamawa) defected to the African 
Democratic Congress (ADC).  The Sahara Reporters reported that the three governors that defected from 
APC to PDP in 2013 were Aminu Tambuwal (Sokoto), Abdulfatah Ahmed (Kwara) and Samuel Ortom 
(Benue).

Also on defection, the online Punch of August 5, 2018 reported that the Senator representing Ebonyi South 
Senatorial District in the National Assembly, Sonni Ogbuoji and an ex-minister of State for Power and Steel, 
Goddy Ogbaga and 13 others defected from PDP to APC.  The Senator representing Rivers West, 
Osinakachukwu Ideozu in the build upto the 2019 general elections defected from PDP to APC as well as 
the former Senate Minority leader, Senator Godswill  Akpabio (Akwa Ibom North West).
The wind of defection also affected the Senate President Bukola Saraki and the Speaker, House of 
Representatives Yakubu  Dogara. They defected to the PDP from the APC. The link between lack of 
internal party democracy in selection of candidates for election and party defections is very obvious. Every 
party member who is denied party flag or perceived that his party intends to deny him/her the flag defects to 
another party where he/she may be given party flag to contest in the elections. This is largely because 
money politics has fastly shrinked the Nigerian political space and has become a key variable in 
determining who participates in electoral processes. Financiers of electoral processes are investors who 
invest in other to recoup their investments. Some candidates are sponsored by godfathers and big time 
business merchants. So, they advise the candidates they are sponsoring to defect to political parties where 
they will be given party flags if they were denied such flags in their original political parties. Ojo (2008 
p135) remarked that former speaker Adolphus Wabara was quoted as saying “Membership of National 
Assembly is an investment because most of us sold our houses to get to the senate… the maturity is there but 
it is ability to recoup whatever you spent legitimately that is the problem.” Similarly, Adetula (2008 p 25) 
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stated that General Danjuma remarked that he helped to finance President Obasanjo's first term election by 
raising 7 million dollars. Slightly more than half of it comes from my business associates. The purpose of 
these businessmen is to capture economic policies of the government. Adeyi (2008) noted that after the 
1979 elections, party patronage became the order of the day. Contracts were awarded exclusively to party 
loyalists who would in turn donate huge amount to the parties. Also Ayoade (2008) stated that government 
is the biggest repository of distributable resources. Government is the custodian of juicy contracts, 
appointments and other official considerations. He further observed that parties without access to such 
distributable resources are prone to political defections and decamping because all the parties are porous or 
utility parties without ideological differentiations. Consequently, Mohammed (2019) as captured in 
Adewuyi (2019 p173) noted that those who lost power in the 2019 general elections or whose political 
fortune were dashed as a result of the victory of the party it contended power with, at both national and state 
levels finally joined the victorious party. For instance, the deputy chairman of the PDP Presidential 
Campaign Council in the 2019 polls, Otungba Gbenga Daniel defected to APC immediately after 2019 
election. Similarly, barely a week after the former Senate President, Bukola Saraki, lost election, over 2000 
members of his party, PDP, defected to the APC in Kwara State. In Ilorin alone, the political hub of the 
senate leader, over 500 PDP members from Asa Local Government area joined the APC. Nine PDP law 
makers in the Imo House of Assembly including its minority leader defected to the ruling All Progressive 
Congress (APC) few days after the ruling party clinched the governorship position through a supreme court 
ruling.
Edet (2014) asserted that the political parties of the present era have not fully appreciated their role in a 
democratic society and they are limited or constrained by the poor vision of their leadership. He posited that 
ministers and heads of government agencies and parastatals are now left almost alone to design and 
implement their selfish and narrowly defined policies without the input of their political parties and with 
scant regard to the aspirations of the citizens. Individuals within political parties now loom larger and more 
influential than political parties. They easily subvert popular will and subsume the general will of the real 
owners of the process under their own inordinate ambition. Badejo et al (2015) observed that decampment 
can only be healthy to the political system and democracy when it is built on the choice of ideology and it 
will be inimical to democratic process if it is the function of primordial and egoistic interest. Also they noted 
that right from the inception of the Nigerian fourth republic in 1999, the political system has witnessed a 
great surge of proliferation of mushroom political parties and decampment saga and all these displays seem 
to be associated with the dissatisfaction of some candidates in respect of administration and decision of the 
party's executive in areas of choosing candidates to represent the party.

Concluding Remarks
Investigation has shown that political parties in Nigeria are driven by personalities instead of ideologies.  In 
other climes like the United States of America, political parties are defined by their platforms, manifestoes 
and ideologies. For instance, if a Republican candidate comes to you, you definitely have a sense of where 
he or she stands on a particular issue.  This is not the case in Nigeria where emerging political alliances are 
based mostly on personalities and agreements among political leaders and do not in any way reflect 
differences in policy preference or ideology.
When a politician defects in Nigeria, he or she usually moves with thousands of individuals including 
officials of the party that he or she is serving as in the case of the five governors and three governors that 
defected in 2013 and 2018 respectively.  While political parties are vessels to government and power all 
over the world, they are the only way to get into government in Nigeria.  In Nigeria, there is no independent 
candidature, so every person must contest under the logo of a political party.
Investigations have also shown that most politicians defect to other parties with promises of party ticket for 
election once they perceive their ambitions are under threats in the former political platform. Others who 
feel discouraged or denied a level playing field also defect to where they will have opportunity because 
politics in Nigeria has become a selfish grab for power, glory and primitive accumulation.
Political parties in Nigeria have proved not to be keen in deepening democracy but are mainly concerned 
with the crude capture of power.  They have jettisoned their traditional role of membership recruitment, 
mobilization and political education. With the emergence of godfathers in all the political parties, the 
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political parties have continued to contribute to democratic impasse in Nigeria.  This is because the 
pervasive lack of respect for internal democratic principles and rules by all the parties has a ruinous 
consequence on the democratic quality of elections and governance in all respects.

Recommendations 
To promote internal party democracy in Nigerian democracy, the following recommendations will be very 
useful.
1. Political parties in Nigeria should be made to develop along the line of ideology that distinguishes them 

from one another.  This will tame the propensity to defect to other political parties.  It suffices to say 
that the establishment of political ideology in party politics will enhance political competition as voters 
will be able to choose among varying ideologies.

2. The Electoral Act 2010 (as amended) should be reviewed especially section 87 of the Act so as to 
restore the express powers conferred on INEC to reject candidates who are not properly selected by the 
party members.

3. INEC should forge partnership with civil society groups to enhance the capacity to monitor political 
parties' activities so as to generate credible information on what transpires in political parties.

4. Public funding of political parties should be institutionalized.  This will whittle down the roles of 
godfathers who finance party activities through which they garner influence to manipulate the 
activities of their political parties to their advantage
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