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Abstract 
The importance of internal democracy in political 

parties cannot be overemphasized in a bid to deepen 

democracy, especially among the developing 

countries such as Nigeria. Democratic deepening is 

a product of institution building and improving 

quality of participation by the people, the ideal 

channel to which are political parties. Political 

parties are drivers of change in a democratic polity 

as their internal dynamics can determine the 

outcome of governance either as governing party or 

the one in opposition. This paper examined the state 

of internal democracy between the two leading 

political parties, the governing APC at the federal 

level and the largest opposition party, the PDP, in 

relation to democratic deepening in Nigeria. The 

very essential party of multiparty democracy is 

sustainable intra-party democracy that goes into 

how parties choose candidates for elective and 

appointive positions, how the party structures is 

institutionalized to become representative and 

devolved power to the grassroot for inclusion. The 

paper utilized the democratic theory as theoretical 

base while adopting a descriptive approach in its 

analysis of data gathered through documentary 

review. The paper observed that both parties 

practiced limited internal democracy as their 

internal politics are characterized by chronic elite 

manipulation, godfatherism, moneybag politics, 

impunity, factional divisions and culture of 

indiscipline among members down to the grassroot 

level. These challenges have eroded the parties, 

stable structures, dedicated membership, positive 

disposition from the citizens and the scourge has 

slowed down the process of democratic deepening 

in Nigeria. This paper therefore recommended a 

federal legislation that would strengthen internal 

democracy among political parties through the 

establishment of enforcement mechanism for strong 

internal party discipline, financial regulation, 

criminalization of cross-carpeting and monetization 

of positions and privileges within political parties 

including statutory and periodic publication of 

membership registers of political parties by the 

Independent National Electoral Commission.  

 

Keywords: Democracy, Democratic Deepening, 

Elections, Internal Democracy, Political Parties 

I. Introduction 
Democracy in Nigeria has evolved due to 

political and civil progression, such as military rule, 

civilian rule and political Reforms. Democracy has 

had oscillating experiences in Nigeria since its 

independence in 1960; the Nigerian democracy has 

often been intervened by military regimes. 

However, Nigeria’s return to democracy in 1999 

and its Fourth Republic in terms of political party 

system can be described as an epoch-maker. Amid 

this, the roles of political parties such as the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP) and the All 

Progressives Congress (APC) cannot be 

overemphasized in the Nigerian democratic process.  

Political Parties are important players in a 

democratic system as they not only conduct 

elections but also provide the framework for 

citizens' participation in politics. However, in 

addition to playing the external role of facilitating 

the electoral process, political parties have to adhere 

to democratic norms within. This idea is known as 

internal democracy and is composed of the 

democratic features of political parties, especially 

the means through which candidates are chosen, 

decisions are made or implemented, and how they 

involve their members in such processes. The level 

of internal democracy within political parties 
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determines the quality of political leadership, 

direction of policies, and democracy in a given 

country (Omotola, 2010). 

Internal democracy is another area that has 

been problematic in Nigeria; more so in the two 

main political parties that have taken the larger part 

of the Nigerian political landscape from 2014 to 

2024, the PDP and the APC. It refers to how these 

parties operate especially on matters such as the 

conduct of party primaries to determine candidates 

to field in elections, handling of internal party 

squabbles and ensuring that the party structures and 

the decision-making processes are democratic and 

people-oriented (Odigwe, 2015). Sweeping internal 

processes have also been noted to be marred by 

party elites giving impositions of candidates, 

factionalism and lack of member participation. As 

indicated by Ojukwu and Olaifa (2011), these 

challenges not only deafen the horns of political 

parties but also demeasure the whole democratic 

structure in Nigeria. 

The PDP, the party in power from 1999–

2015, was plagued by factionalism and allegations 

of electoral fraud, which led to its defeat in 2015. 

Likewise, the APC, which became a leading 

opposition party in 2013 after merging several weak 

parties, has been accused of not entrenching internal 

democracy, even though it was expected to be more 

liberal and reformist when formed (Ita, Uduaka and 

Ekpo, 2010). The two leading political parties have 

not demonstrated internal democracy hence 

resulting in factionalism and political defectors 

which has also led to low political institutional 

credibility. 

Hence, the importance of internal 

democracy in political parties cannot be 

overemphasized in a bid to deepen democracy. 

Democratic deepening therefore means a situation 

where democratisation deepens by extending the 

people’s political participation, considering other 

factors like the culture of democracy and electoral 

reforms. It is a process of deepening democracy 

through institution building and improving the 

quality of democracy and politics; ensuring that 

people have a say in the political process. Thus, for 

the democratization process to be sustainable in 

Nigeria, political parties have to democratize within 

themselves, select their candidates competitively, 

and ensure the rule of law within parties (Kura, 

2011; IRI, 2020; Adesanmi, 2022).  

For this case, specific facets of both APC 

and PDP internal democracy touch on their impacts 

towards democratic deepening. These are their 

methods of selecting candidates, managing conflicts, 

and the extent to which their decision-making 

bodies are diverse. In this way, one can evaluate 

how inclusively these parties engage stakeholders, 

how they deal with internal conflicts, and whether 

their internal processes correspond to democratic 

standards. Furthermore, it is also important to 

examine internal party democracy's effects on party-

system capability to facilitate accountable 

governance at the national level to explain the 

relationship between party structures and democratic 

consolidation (Dike and Madubueze, 2018). 

 

II. Literature Review 
A political party is an organisation of men 

and women formed to identify state issues and 

problems and define them for the citizens' 

understanding, as well as propose solutions to such 

problems to gain the citizens' mandate to implement 

necessary solutions (Nnamdi and Ogan, 2019). 

Political Parties are groups of citizens with similar 

political views about the state who come together to 

have a collective opinion on how the progress of the 

state should be enhanced. The political party system 

is about trying to capture state power by popular 

authorization for determining how to further the 

state’s agenda. Hardy (2012) also makes a good 

explanation of defining political parties as groups or 

groups of people of like minds, interests, and 

outlook forming for the aim of selecting candidates 

to win elections for the control of government and 

the establishment of policies.  

Alapiki (2004) defines a political party as a 

group of individuals who have similar ideologies 

and objectives and who collectively govern the state 

bureaucracy. This means a political party is a group 

of people in agreement to form and promote their 

ideas within the country but their main purpose is on 

how to achieve leadership through their projected 

candidates. Furthering this line of reasoning, as 

stated by Dibie (2003), a political party is an 

organization of people with similar political beliefs 

who join a political group to exercise political 

authority and command the bureaucratic structures 

of the state. Lapalombara (1974: 3) has formulated a 

political party as a formal organization whose 

declared principal purpose is to gain and maintain 

control within the executive branch of government, 

either solely or in partnership. At this point, the 

definition that has been given about a political party 

is a group of people with common interests who 

wish to manage government business. 

In the context of the definition by Joseph 

(2012), a political party can be described as a group 

of people who have common aspirations and aims at 

vying for the control of the state power in a non-
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violent manner. These constitutional activities 

include inter alia: recommending appropriate 

persons for election, canvassing for such persons, 

fundraising for election purposes, and formulating 

party platforms. A political party is not only an 

organization that strives for power, but it also unites 

people and resources to control the executive and 

legislative branches of the state and disseminate the 

party’s established ideas, vision, and policies. A 

political party’s ambition is to capture the state 

apparatus and, in the process, Ziel and to an extent 

and where possible shape the executive, legislative 

or judiciary, and accompanying state powers 

(Joseph, 2012).  

Nnamdi and Ogan (2019) describe 

ideology as a constituent of the political party 

system, assertions and arguments of the different 

authors on the concept and meaning of political 

parties as associations of like minds and shared 

perception, to gain political power for the 

management of state affairs for development of the 

state. Every time people come together there has to 

be something that has pulled them, other than 

possible interest in the benefits to be derived, and 

this has to be based on belief in their ability to 

achieve intended goals and such belief must be 

anchored on some belief, on what can be regarded 

as principle or creed, doctrine or creed. This creed, 

belief system or doctrine is what differentiates one 

political party from the other and thus differentiates 

each political party. Ideology is therefore the 

relevant criterion that defines the nature and 

orientation of a political party. A less ideological 

political party system is thus impossible since it 

presages an association without an identifiable aim 

and objective for the fulfilment of something in 

common. 

Internal democracy in political parties is a 

system of election, communication, decision-

making, and other party affairs management that 

facilitates participation, openness, and 

accountability in political parties (Kago et al., 

2022). It refers to structures that enable these 

individuals to participate in decision-making 

processes including, candidate vetting, leadership 

recruitment, policy-making and party internal 

conflict resolution. The basic form of internal 

democracy can be seen in structures like 

inclusiveness, openness, competitiveness, 

responsibility, and balance (Kago et al., 2022). 

These principles are significant as political parties 

being primary actors of democracy are required to 

display democratic principles both in their relations 

with the voters as well as intraparty processes.  

Picking on Michels’ (1911) thesis on the 

“Iron Law of Oligarchy”, he contended that internal 

democracy within political parties is usually a sham 

because, with growth, power is transferred to an 

oligarchy composed of the party’s officialdom to the 

despair of the members of the party. This, he 

posited, establishes a tension between the theoretical 

given of democracy and the reality of political 

parties’ practical governance and decision-making 

processes. In their organization, the parties function 

democratically but internal structures democratize 

into a hierarchy and authoritarianism vests in the 

hands of a few individuals. 

According to Teorell (1999) who has done 

work on party democracy, internal party democracy 

was identified as a way of making the political 

parties more legitimate in the eyes of the people. 

The author stated that internal democracy is 

imperative, not just to sustain party unity, but also to 

promote accountability and responsibility. 

According to Teorell, for parties with high internal 

democracy, there is always an ability to portray the 

members’ and the electorate’s preferences, thus 

strengthening the party’s legitimacy and public trust 

in the democracies. Membership involvement in 

decision-making was also examined by Scarrow 

(2005) about internal democracy. She stressed that 

internal democracy is evident in the way political 

parties enable their members to have a say on key 

matters like the choice of candidates to stand, and 

policies to be adopted. Scarrow argued that 

increased member involvement enhances the 

accountability and representation within the political 

parties which in turn may enhance the 

democratisation processes at the national level. She 

also applauded the abilities of political parties that 

have good internal Democratic systems to 

effectively respond to the changing society and to 

remain dominant systematically.  

While analyzing internal democracy in 

political parties within different democracies, one 

can give some recommendations for Nigeria based 

on the experience of other countries. Political parties 

of many European countries including Germany 

have democratically organized systems of deciding 

as perceived by Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 

and Social Democratic Party (SPD). These parties 

function systematically based on formulated rules 

for the selection of candidates, leadership elections, 

and policy-making with open participation of the 

party members. For example, primaries in Germany 

may be local/ regional whereby party faithful 

directly get to choose candidates for public offices 

(Scarrow, 2005). This system ensures that 

candidates have the backing of the wider party 
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membership, thus promoting internal cohesion and 

accountability. 

An example that is directly related to the 

concept of primary elections can be provided by the 

United States of America: both major political 

parties, the Democrats and Republicans use primary 

elections to decide on the candidates for the general 

elections. The main and competitive system 

involves involving the members of the political 

party or registered voters in the selection process of 

their preferred candidates transparently and 

competitively. It also legitimizes the candidates and 

encourages accountability because the party 

leadership cannot nominate candidates without the 

approval of the party members (Ware, 2009). 

American democracy is not without its 

imperfections, especially regarding campaign 

financing and the overwhelming role of money in 

the political process, but primary elections offer a 

powerful model for political parties in Nigeria, 

which could adopt similar systems to introduce 

more competition and transparency in the process of 

choosing the party’s candidate. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Democratic theory originating from the 

works of political philosophers such as Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, John Locke and Robert Dahl, with 

contemporary Joseph Schumpeter, forms the 

backdrop for understanding the significance of 

internal democracy of political parties for the 

process of democratic consolidation. Democracy, in 

the eyes of these theorists, is not only a form of 

governance but a way of getting involved and 

solving problems that should extend even to the 

working of political parties.  

The origin of the modern democratic theory 

is associated with one of the most notable theorists 

of the present day, Robert Dahl, who introduced the 

concept of “polyarchy,” which implies the active 

participation of the population, the struggle for 

powers and the inclusiveness of the decision-making 

process in any functioning democratic state (Dahl, 

1971). From Dahl’s perspective, ensuring people’s 

democratic electoral choice is insufficient for a 

democracy; it must also allow people to engage in 

politics effectively through representatives and other 

institutions. Hence, political parties, as instruments 

of political representation of the citizens, must 

uphold these democratic principles in their 

functioning. Internal democracy is very essential 

because political parties act as the link between the 

voters and the state and therefore how these parties 

are managed internally will reflect on the kind of 

democracy in a particular country. When internal 

democracies are absent, then the political parties 

will be dominated by elites and out of touch with the 

rest of the population. 

Another type of literature that provides 

relevant information on internal democracy in 

particular and democratic deepening in general is 

Joseph Schumpeter’s theory of democratic elitism. 

Thus, according to Schumpeter (1942), democracy 

is simply described as a system of election 

competition by which citizens select their leaders 

and who in return, rule for them. But for this 

competitive process to be meaningful, it must also 

be demonstrated in the selection of candidates and 

leaders of political parties and the general electoral 

process. However, Schumpeter did recognize the 

elites but noted that competition among the elites 

should be keen and freedom pact, therefore it should 

have internal democracy within the political parties. 

This occurs if and only if parties do not organize 

competitive, transparent, and democratic internal 

elections; this way, the overall democratic system is 

weakened due to the lack of real options it offers to 

citizens within the parties and in the broader 

political field.  

According to the democratic theory, 

political parties play an important role in the 

consolidation of democracy because they determine 

the set of options for the voters and shape the 

policies. Hence, for the deepening of democracy, the 

political parties must not only champion democracy 

outside but also embrace it within their 

organizations. Internal democracy enhances the 

ability of political parties to discharge their 

responsibilities in the political system since they are 

more legitimate, accountable and in touch with their 

membership in the determination of policies 

required in the political system. In other words, 

where political parties democratically function 

within, they seem to foster more capable, 

responsible and responsive leadership, which in turn 

enhances the entire democratic process (Hine, 

1996). 

Using these theoretical values in Nigeria, 

the absence of internal democracy in some political 

parties like the APC and the PDP between 2014 to 

2024 affected democratic consolidation negatively. 

Here, once again, the lack of inclusiveness, 

transparency and the lack of competition inside 

these parties decreases the quality of leadership and 

the position of the citizens. When party elites 

control provincial lists and the final decision-

making in the selection of candidates, this causes 

demoralization among the people in the party and 

the general voting public hence eradicating the 

credibility of the parties and the whole democracy 
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(Kura, 2011). This is why the democratization of the 

internal structures of every party is important not 

only for the well-being of certain political parties 

but also for the further strengthening of democracy.  

In the same regard, external democracy 

such as the one advanced by democratic theorists 

like Dahl proposes that internal democracy in 

political party results in a strengthened institutional 

democracy within the national realm. When parties 

are internally democratic, then the result is that more 

parties advocate for change in policies that would 

lead to democratic systems, accountability, and the 

rule of law. On the other hand, when parties are 

undemocratic, they replicate those features in 

government and thus hinder democratic 

consolidation and governance woes like corruption, 

weak institutions, and political instability 

(Olarinmoye, 2009; Okibe & Eneasato, 2020).  

 

 

Comparative Analysis of Internal Democracy 

between the All-Progressives Congress (APC) 

and Peoples’ Democratic Party (PDP) 

The All-Progressives Congress (APC) and 

the People’s Democratic Party (PDP) are Nigeria’s 

two main political parties and have defined the 

nation’s political landscape and have been essential 

to the country’s democratic process since the 

establishment of the former in 2014. Founded in 

1998, the PDP sprang to prominence as the 

dominant political force in Nigeria during the 

country's shift to civilian governance, holding this 

position for more than ten years. After coming 

together in 2014 to form the All-Progressives 

Congress (APC), a strong opponent, it won the 2015 

presidential election. These parties' internal 

democratic systems have been greatly impacted by 

their historical trajectories. 

Because of its post-military beginnings, the 

PDP has an internal structure that is fairly 

centralised, which is indicative of the party's 

heritage as a broad-based coalition with a founding 

elite that held the majority of the power 

(Ehwarieme, 2011). On the other hand, since its 

founding as a coalition of many regional groups, the 

APC has steadily shifted power towards a 

centralised leadership, while originally adopting a 

more decentralised strategy (Danbala and Okafor, 

2024). 

Internal democracy is mostly dependent on 

how political parties choose their nominees, choose 

their leaders, and instill discipline among their 

members. Theoretically, these procedures guarantee 

inclusion and openness in party organisations, 

encouraging a participation culture that reflects the 

state's larger democratic ideals. Party conventions, 

leadership elections, and candidate selection 

procedures are important components of internal 

democracy in the APC and PDP. 

 

The State of Internal Democracy in the All-

Progressives Congress (APC) 

To provide a more open and inclusive 

political alternative to Nigeria's current one, many 

opposition groups came together to form the All-

Progressives Congress (APC) in 2014. However, 

there have been both successes and failures in the 

party's internal democracy between 2014 and 2024. 

The APC's early dedication to decentralisation is 

one of the characteristics that make up its internal 

democracy. To subvert the People's Democratic 

Party's (PDP) hegemony, the party adopted open 

primaries and a more transparent candidate selection 

procedure in its early years. What distinguished the 

APC from other political parties was its emphasis on 

reaching an agreement and including people of the 

grassroots in decision-making from the beginning. 

But as time went on, the APC's internal 

democratic procedures changed and became more 

centralised, especially following its election 

victories in 2015 and 2019. The previous 

decentralisation initiatives started to be eclipsed as 

the party grew in power by the influence of party 

elites, who included prominent politicians and state 

governors (Angerbrand, 2019). Due to certain 

powerful individuals having an excessive amount of 

influence on party choices and candidate selection, 

the problem of "godfatherism" has grown in 

prominence (Ita et al., 2024). Internal democracy 

suffered from this concentration of power since 

decisions made by the elite frequently 

overshadowed the opinions of regular party 

members. 

The aforementioned incident took place in 

Lagos when Bola Amend Tinubu, the APC's 

national leader and a former Lagos state governor 

who is currently Nigeria's executive president, 

fought to keep the current governor, Akinyomi 

Ambode, from seeking reelection in the 2018 APC 

state primaries ahead of the 2019 general election 

(Asadu, 2021). Similar events occurred in Edo State, 

where the state's previous governor and the national 

head of the APC sought to unseat incumbent 

governor Godwin Obaseki. Following the APC 

primaries, Obaseki left the party and joined the 

PDP, where he received the governorship ticket to 

run for Edo state governor in 2021 (Akpata, 2020). 

In addition to political parties, the country's 

democratic process, socioeconomic growth, and 

good governance are all seriously threatened by the 
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advent of the "godfather" in Nigerian politics 

(Chukwuemeka, 2012). 

During this time, the APC encountered 

several difficulties with internal democracy, 

especially with party discipline and leadership 

elections. Internal groups fighting for dominance 

were frequently connected to leadership conflicts 

inside the party. The ouster of Adams Oshiomhole 

as National Chairman of the APC in 2020, for 

example, brought to light the party's long-standing 

power conflicts (Ukpong, 2020). Moreover, internal 

dissatisfaction and defections by members who felt 

left out by the elite-dominated procedures resulted 

from the role of "godfathers" in choosing candidates 

for important posts becoming a major problem (Ita 

et al, 2024). Over time, the APC's internal 

democratic underpinnings were undermined by the 

expanding power of political elites and the decline 

of participatory decision-making procedures 

(Badejo, Agunyai & Buraimo, 2016; Nwandu & 

Ogunleye, 2021).  

The imposition of candidates by party 

insiders rather than democratic primaries serves as 

another example of this. To illustrate the top-down 

influence that may hinder wider party involvement, 

consider how former President Muhammadu 

Buhari's insistence on competing candidates 

resigning cleared the way for Abdullahi Adamu to 

become the APC national chairman (Tino, Danbala 

& Fwaje, 2020). Such actions can lead to 

factionalism and dissatisfaction among party 

members, as seen in the aftermath of several state 

congresses where disputes broke out over perceived 

unfair methods (Folorunso and Naeem, 2022). 

Another major difficulty is the ubiquitous 

impact of money on the APC's internal processes. 

The impartiality and integrity of the candidate 

selection process have been weakened by frequent 

allegations of vote-buying during primaries and 

congresses. Rich candidates frequently have an 

unfair edge, which skews the party's democratic 

process. This financial power may cause candidates 

to be chosen more for their financial support than 

for their popularity or qualifications inside the party. 

For example, the party always sells nomination and 

expression of interest forms for a total of $100 

million in order to select its presidential candidate, 

which encourages money politics (Johnson, 2024). 

 

The State of Internal Democracy in the People’s’ 

Democratic Party (PDP) 

Since the country's restoration to civilian 

administration in 1999, the People's Democratic 

Party (PDP), which has been in power for the 

longest, has struggled with internal democracy. This 

was especially the case between 2014 and 2024. 

Powerful elites have historically controlled the 

PDP's decision-making processes through a 

centralised leadership structure. Over the past ten 

years, the legacy of centralised control has 

continued to influence the internal democracy of the 

party, with specific problems arising in areas such as 

leadership elections and candidate selection. 

The PDP has long faced criticism for its 

candidate selection process for not adhering to 

democratic norms. This is because accusations of 

delegate list manipulation and the imposition of 

candidates by party insiders have clouded the 

process. According to Ezeani, Ikpegbu, and Ezeani 

(2024), there have been accusations of delegate list 

manipulation and the imposition of candidates by 

party insiders during PDP primaries. Concerns over 

the degree to which grassroots supporters can sway 

candidate selection have been raised by this. 

According to Oluwasanmi (2023), the party's 

internal democratic procedures were further 

undermined by the impact of money in primaries, 

particularly in the 2019 and 2023 elections. Leaders 

of the party have been charged with favouring 

candidates who can provide financial incentives, 

stifling grassroots involvement, and compromising 

the selection process's openness. Because of this, 

regular party members frequently have little say in 

the candidates chosen for important roles.  

When it comes to leadership elections, the 

PDP has remained more structured than the APC, 

having set protocols in place for choosing members 

of its National Working Committee (Moliki, 2020). 

However, the party has been beset by factionalism 

and internal power conflicts. With several groups 

fighting for control of the party after the PDP lost 

the 2015 national election, the party went through a 

protracted leadership crisis. Although the court has 

not yet intervened to resolve this internal dispute, it 

brought to light the party's challenges in preserving 

unity and internal democracy in the face of political 

hardship (Zakariyau, 204). Although the PDP has 

attempted to re-establish a modicum of democratic 

order in its leadership elections, true internal 

democracy has frequently failed to materialise due 

to the enduring power of party elites 

The PDP had internal party strife before the 

2015 general elections, which resulted in a split on 

August 31, 2013, after some members lost faith in 

the party's leadership. The dissolution of the 

Adamawa State chapter's executives, increasing 

repression, arbitrary suspension of members—

exemplified by the suspension of Governor Rotimi 

Amaechi—and persistent transgressions of the 

party's constitution and democratic principles under 
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Alhaji Bamanga Tukur's chairmanship were among 

the complaints (Chukwuma and Ali, 2014). 

Furthermore, President Goodluck Jonathan's 2015 

reelection bid further intensified the crisis. While 

some members supported his bid for a second term, 

others asserted that there were no party primaries for 

the PDP presidential candidate in the general 

elections of 2015, leading to the assumption that 

President Jonathan was the consensus choice based 

on a "Yes" or "No" vote in the absence of 

competitors (Odigwe, 2015). 

These divisive problems continued until the 

party's August 31, 2013, special convention, when 

dissident members exited the building and went on 

to create their group, which they eventually dubbed 

the "New PDP." Gov. of Kano State Engr. Rabiu 

Musa Kwankwaso; Gov. of Rivers State Mr 

Chibuike Rotimi Amaechi; Gov. of Kwara State 

Alhaji Abdulfatah Ahmed; Former Gov. of 

Adamawa State Alhaji Murtala Nyako; Gov. of 

Sokoto State Alhaji Aliyu Magatakarda Wamakko; 

Gov. of Jigawa State Alhaji Sule Lamido; and Gov. 

of Niger State Alhaji Babangida Aliyu were among 

the disgruntled members. The former vice president 

Alhaji Atiku Abubakar, the former acting national 

chairman of the party Alhaji Abubakar Kawu 

Baraje, and the former governor of Osun State and 

party secretary Chief Olagunsoye Oyinlola led them. 

The party suffered grave consequences as a result of 

the leadership's inability to handle the issue (Ita et 

al., 2024).  

The Speaker of the House of 

Representatives, Alhaji Aminu Waziri Tambuwal, 

defected to the APC in 2014, signaling the height of 

the conflict (Thurston, 2015). According to 

Chukwuma and Ali (2014), "the perpetual 

subterranean wrangling in the party; which stemmed 

from desperate ambitions, lack of ideological 

attachment to the party system, and crass partisan 

opportunism" is what led to the PDP's ongoing 

internal turmoil and the subsequent defection of 

disgruntled members to the opposition party (p. 56). 

This explains why the PDP had twelve (12) different 

national chairs between 1998 and 2017. Alex 

Ekweme, Solomon Lar, Barnabas Gemade, Audu 

Ogbeh, Ahmadu Ali, Vincent Ogbulafor, 

Okwesilieze Nwodo, Haliru Muhammed Bello 

(Acting National Chairman), Abubakar Kawu 

Baraje (Acting Chairman), Bamanga Mahmud 

Tukur, Adamu Mu'azu, and Ali Modu Sheriff have 

all served as its leaders; none of them has been able 

to successfully finish their terms (Ita and Bassey, 

2017). 

The party had godfather-driven internal 

leadership struggles again in the run-up to the 

general elections in 2023, which led to the 

humiliation of its two most recent chairmen, Uche 

Secondus and Ayu (Duru, 2023). After initially 

receiving Wike's backing, Uche Secondus lost 

popularity, which resulted in his suspension by the 

Rivers State ward of Ward 5 in the Andoni Local 

Government and his final expulsion on October 31, 

2021 (Sunday, 2023). Similarly, Iyorchia Ayu's 

ward suspended him due to his disagreements with 

his governor, Samuel Ortom, Nyesom Wike, other 

governors, and PDP leaders. The party suspended 

Ayu for anti-party actions at the ward level after the 

Igyorov ward executive in Gboko Local 

Government Area, Benue State, voted a vote of no 

confidence in him. Nevertheless, his attempt to 

contest his dismissal as the PDP's National 

Chairman was unsuccessful (Duru, 2023). The G5 

governors also charged Ayu with anti-party activity 

and biting the hand that fed him. Specifically, Wike 

insisted that he was guilty of the conduct while Ayu 

was busy punishing party members for anti-party 

acts. 

As a result of Atiku Abubakar emerging as 

the party's nominee for the general elections of 

2023, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP) had an 

internal crisis. Ayu's purported pre-primary pledge 

to resign if a Northern candidate won served as the 

foundation for the demands of the "Ayu must 

resign" faction. This pledge was allegedly broken 

after Northern candidate Atiku Abubakar emerged 

victorious with 371 votes, closely followed by 

Southern candidate Nyesom Wike with 237 votes 

(Ita et al., 2024). A rift developed as a result, with 

Wike and four other governors (Ifeanyi Ugwuanyi 

of Enugu State, Okezie Ikpeazu of Abia State, Seyi 

Makinde of Oyo State, Samuel Ortom of Benue 

State, and Okezie Ikpeazu of Abia State) as well as 

well-known party leaders demanding that Ayu step 

down as party chairman to make room for a 

southerner to assume the role for the sake of justice, 

equity, and fairness within the party (Oise-Oghaede, 

2022). 

 

Comparative Findings 

(1) The internal democratic structures of the 

All-Progressives Congress (APC) and the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP) have 

played a significant role in shaping 

Nigeria's democratic development. Both 

parties have exhibited divergent practices 

in candidate selection, leadership elections, 

and membership engagement, driven by 

their unique historical paths. However, 

despite their differences, both have 
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grappled with similar challenges in 

maintaining internal democracy.  

(2) The APC, formed as a coalition of 

opposition groups in 2014, initially adopted 

an inclusive and decentralised approach to 

internal democracy. The party’s emphasis 

on transparency and grassroots 

participation, particularly in its early years, 

was a reaction to the dominance of the 

PDP. However, as the APC solidified its 

position after electoral victories in 2015 

and 2019, its internal structure became 

increasingly centralised. The rise of party 

elites, particularly figures like Bola Tinubu, 

led to a concentration of decision-making 

power, marginalising grassroots voices. 

This centralisation has weakened the 

internal democratic processes within the 

APC, fostering a culture of “godfatherism” 

where key decisions, including candidate 

selection, are influenced by a few powerful 

individuals. Instances such as the forced 

exit of Akinwunmi Ambode from the 2019 

Lagos governorship race and the internal 

crisis in Edo State during Godwin 

Obaseki’s re-election campaign underscore 

how elite interference eroded internal party 

democracy (Akpata, 2020). The APC's 

internal democracy has further been 

hampered by factionalism, leadership 

struggles, and the pervasive role of money, 

with the sale of expensive nomination 

forms giving an undue advantage to 

wealthy candidates.  

(3) The PDP which was formed in 1998 and 

for more than a decade formed the core of 

politics in Nigeria, has in the past had a 

highly centralized internal organization 

structure due to its formation by elites 

(Adeniyi, 2019). This centralisation has 

remained one of the key issues affecting 

the party because the elites tend to upstage 

the masses. Problems such as cases where 

candidates have been imposed and the list 

of delegates during primaries has been 

manipulated, all have been perennial 

problems that have challenged the party’s 

internal democratic practices.  

(4) Just like the APC, the PDP has had its 

internal crises and leadership challenges, 

especially after the loss during the 2015 

polls. Leadership crises prolonged within 

the party with factions contesting 

leadership and ranks, hence, the emergence 

of serious factionalism which saw some 

members defect to APC. These crises were 

compounded by the interference of regional 

barons and money politics that saw 

candidate choices dictated by financial 

resources. The Uche Secondus/Iyorchia 

Ayu leadership tussle that marked electoral 

politics ahead of the 2023 general elections 

reveals the increasing and severe internal 

conflict within the PDP (Duru, 2023), 

which is always threatened by regional 

politics and power elite rivalry that 

consistently inhibits democratic 

institutionality. 

(5) In their current forms, both the APC and 

PDP have faced challenges in sustaining a 

measure of centralization while also 

including the masses. Similarly, the 

movement of the APC from 

decentralisation to centralisation 

decentralisation is a reflection of the elite 

domination that has characterised the PDP 

for decades. The two parties have had their 

internal wrangles, leadership tussles, and 

the influence of money on their politics. 

These challenges lead one to believe that 

neither of the two parties has truly bought 

into the concept of internal democracy, 

regardless of the lip service paid to the 

cause. Consequently, both the PDP and the 

APC still have significant internal 

democracy problems that prevent the 

strengthening of democracy in Nigeria; 

internal party dynamics largely determine 

the nature of governance, as seen at the 

national level. To overcome these 

challenges, it is necessary to intentionally 

limit the influence of elites, make processes 

more open and fairer, and weaken the 

impact of finances on parties. 

(6) All things considered, although both parties 

have worked to advance internal 

democracy, these initiatives have not been 

as successful due to common problems 

with party leaders and internal strife. For 

the APC and PDP to achieve more 

democratic norms and more credibility in 

Nigerian politics, they would need to tackle 

these issues. 

The Impact of Lack of Internal Democracy 

among the Two Main Political Parties on 

Democratic Deepening in Nigeria 

Any democracy needs political parties to 

function, and the state of a nation's democracy is 

strongly impacted by the internal dynamics of these 
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organisations (Allen, 2008). The larger process of 

increasing democracy in Nigeria is intimately 

related to the strength of internal democracy inside 

political organisations such as the People's 

Democratic Party (PDP) and the All Progressives 

Congress (APC). A robust internal democracy 

guarantees that political parties function as 

platforms for public engagement, responsibility, and 

openness. Parties that respect these principles 

internally promote inclusivity and responsiveness in 

governance, which benefits the broader democratic 

culture (Oarhe & Ikelegbe, 2009). 

Essentially, by offering forums where 

members may actively engage in decision-making, 

political parties have the potential to strengthen 

Nigeria's democratic development. This 

involvement includes the process of choosing 

candidates, holding elections for leadership, and 

developing party policy. However, when these 

procedures are opaque or unfair, the parties' 

reputation is damaged, and the democratic system as 

a whole is weakened. Political legitimacy is 

increased by strong internal democracy inside 

parties, which shows that the electorate selects 

leaders rather than the elites (Odigwe, 2015). 

Therefore, political parties in Nigeria may greatly 

aid in the development of a more inclusive and 

participatory political system, providing the 

groundwork for the strengthening of democracy, by 

fostering internal democracy.  

According to Nzongala-Ntalaya (2001), the 

conduct of transparent and competitive internal 

elections by these parties serves to uphold the 

principles of political responsibility and pluralism, 

both of which are critical for the advancement of 

democracy. For instance, the APC's early 

commitment to open primaries and widespread 

participation enhanced its democratic credentials 

and made it a desirable substitute for the PDP, 

which had grown to be known for elite rule and a 

lack of internal openness. However, as internal 

democracy within both parties eroded over time, the 

public's perception of political parties as elite-driven 

organisations divorced from the concerns of the 

working class threatened the legitimacy of the 

political system as a whole. 

It also promotes a culture of respect for 

democratic institutions and norms when parties have 

internal democracy. After entering government, 

leaders who ascended to prominence through 

democratic channels inside their parties are more 

likely to uphold democratic principles. In contrast, 

political leaders may see public service as a 

continuation of elite patronage networks when 

internal democracy is weak, which would 

undermine democratic consolidation (Bolarinwa and 

Osuji, 2022). Nigeria's political parties' internal 

democracy is therefore a key factor in determining 

how strong the nation's democracy will be in the 

long run. 

Nonetheless, several obstacles still stand in 

the way of Nigeria's democratic transition, chief 

among them being elite dominance, corruption, and 

little engagement from the general public. Nigeria's 

political system is rife with corruption, which even 

permeates political parties' internal operations. In 

particular, during primary elections and leadership 

battles, the use of money in politics has seriously 

damaged internal democracy. There have been 

several accusations of vote-buying and financial 

inducements during party primaries in both the APC 

and PDP, which has limited the capacity of regular 

members to effectively engage in decision-making 

(Accord, 2018; Nwagwu et al., 2022). In addition to 

undermining political party internal structures, this 

corruption erodes public confidence in the 

democratic process in its entirety. 

Another important barrier to Nigeria's 

internal democracy and the country's democratic 

progress is elite control (Kifordu, 2011). Both the 

APC and PDP have seen high degrees of elite 

domination, in which influential people—often 

referred to as "godfathers"—have a significant say 

in who gets appointed to leadership positions and 

who gets to choose candidates. The democratic 

process is undermined by the consolidation of power 

among a small number of elites, who also 

marginalise grassroots members and lessen their 

influence in party matters (Ibietan & Ajayi, 2015; 

Bolarinwa and Osuji, 2022). For instance, the party 

leaders' concentration of power, especially that of 

state governors, has resulted in a centralisation of 

authority inside the APC that lessens the influence 

of ordinary members. In the PDP, too, party insiders 

frequently decide on candidate nominations and 

leadership contests, ignoring the opinions of the 

general public. 

The Nigerian party structure is fragile and 

weak, as noted by Akubo et al. (2014) and it might 

be taken over by petty politicians who don't care 

about the interests of the country. Parties often 

encounter several challenges during their primaries, 

including pressure to resign, horse trading, and a 

custom of godfathers imposing their choices on 

candidates. According to Asumah and Ikelegbe 

(2009), this trend resulted in a narrowing of the 

democratic space and a dearth of trustworthy leaders 

who were accountable for providing effective 

governance.  
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According to Osumah and Ikelegbe (2009), 

godfathers install their godsons in a variety of public 

posts and provide financial support in exchange for 

agreement and a pledge of devotion. Godfathers also 

have power over contracts, appointments, 

employment, and resource distribution. The 

aforementioned observations indicate that when this 

difficulty arises, these parties devote more of their 

effort to resolving internal disputes than to 

addressing matters of governance and fostering 

internal democracy. This might impede the 

expansion and peaceful cohabitation of the Nigerian 

political parties and act as a roadblock to their 

eventual development. 

III. Conclusion 

Nigeria's democratic future cannot be 

advanced without improving internal democracy 

inside the APC and PDP. The internal operations of 

these parties might be greatly enhanced by reforms 

targeted at lowering elite control, promoting greater 

engagement from the grassroots, and improving 

transparency. As a result, these changes could help 

Nigeria's democracy grow. Tighter laws governing 

campaign funding in party primaries and leadership 

contests may be one important improvement. 

Reducing the power of affluent elites and promoting 

greater participation would be possible if both 

parties worked to level the playing field by 

restricting the impact of money in politics. 

The decentralisation of decision-making 

inside the parties is another possible change. The 

APC and PDP may promote a more participatory 

political culture by strengthening local party 

branches and expanding the participation of 

grassroots people in candidate selection and policy 

creation. In addition to bolstering internal 

democracy, this will make the parties more 

receptive to the wants and interests of common 

Nigerians. Furthermore, encouraging openness in 

party primaries and leadership contests—by 

implementing strategies like impartial supervision 

and voting technology monitoring—may aid in 

reviving faith in the internal democratic procedures 

of both political parties. 

These measures might have a big effect on 

Nigeria's long-term democratic destiny. By 

enhancing internal democracy, the APC and PDP 

may inspire other political parties to follow suit, 

strengthening the democratic system as a whole. 

Political parties strengthen the legitimacy of the 

political process and increase democracy's resistance 

to authoritarian reversals when they are viewed as 

open, inclusive, and transparent organisations. 

Moreover, promoting internal democracy within 

parties may improve political stability since 

factionalism and defections, which have historically 

threatened Nigeria's political stability, are less 

common in parties that can handle internal disputes 

and leadership changes democratically. 

In summary, the internal operations of 

Nigeria's political parties have a significant impact 

on the country's democracy's future. The APC and 

PDP can play an important part in strengthening 

Nigeria's democratic process by tackling the issues 

of elite control, corruption, and low grassroots 

engagement. It is strongly recommended that a 

federal legislation be considered that would 

strengthen internal democracy among political 

parties through the establishment of enforcement 

mechanism for strong internal party discipline, 

financial regulation, criminalization of cross-

carpeting and monetization of positions and 

privileges within political parties including statutory 

and periodic publication of membership registers of 

political parties by the Independent National 

Electoral Commission. This legal comprehensive 

framework would stabilize internal democracy 

among political parties, improve transparency in 

party governance, promote devolution of power 

across party structures and the expand the reach of 

political parties in a bid to deepen democratic 

culture in Nigeria 
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