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Introduction 
Political parties, as democratic 

institutions are expected to be the carriers 

of democratic frameworks, through 

which democracy can be properly 

actualized in the whole country at large. 

Critical analysis of political parties have 

summated that they are indeed a vital 

aspect of promoting democracy. Other 

scholars have asserted that they not only 

promoted democratic principles, but are 

themselves “makers” of democracy 

(Omotola, 2009:612), of which their 

absence also translates to an absence of 

democratic principles or structures.
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Abstract 
The paper examines the development of and dynamics of political parties in 

Nigeria. 

Concentrating on party politics and intra-party conflicts in the country. The paper 

looked at the historical backgrounds of party development, administration, 

configuration and party allegiance in Nigeria. The paper saw that whereas multi-

party system seems to have been the leading exercise from colonial era to present 

day. This study observes that despite from putting a good framework on ground, 

there is a tangible danger that could be self-inflicted by several factions within 

political parties while each struggles to discover methods to achieve importance 

and power through desperate means.  
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One of the foremost proponents of internal democracy; Scarrow (2004) believed that 

Intra-party democracy is “a very broad term describing a wide range of methods for 

including party members in intra-party deliberation and decision making”. Part of the 

reasoning behind it was that parties using internally democratic procedures are likely 

to select more capable, appealing leaders and candidates and to have more responsive 

policies, and, as a result, to enjoy greater electoral success. 

In 1979, the National Party of Nigeria (NPN) ensured offices were separated between 

Adisa Akiloye who was the National Chairman and Shehu Shagari who was the 

president. However, internal democracy was still not practiced as they were cases of 

undemocratic conduct of elections. Same was evident in the People’s Democratic 

Party in the Fourth Republic, particularly between 19997-2007, where President 

Olusegun Obasanjo who was the President, also served as the national leader and 

solely appointed candidates for positions without adherence to the party’s institutional 

structures. As such, “the choice of Party candidates for elective positions and political 

appointments was prerogative on the national leader” (Omoweh, 2012:50). In essence, 

lack of adherence to the structures which are expected to promote internal democracy 

breeds conflicts and internal strife. 

In Nigerian politics, structures of ensuring internal democracy among political parties 

are deeply entrenched in various institutional frameworks like the constitution, the 

electoral act among others. In essence, one can assert that internal democracy has been 

considered sacrosanct in Nigerian business of politics. Internal democracy of political 

parties is necessity due to the fact that Democracy is expected to be competition 

between the parties and not within them. 

This paper therefore maintains that internal democracy is a vital aspect of ensuring 

coherence, stability and constitutionalism within political parties. This is because 

internal democracy does not only serve as a compass which gives parties a direction, 

but also a mediating element which political parties can fall back to avoid or alleviate 

crisis. However, lack of internal democracy, particularly in process of candidate 

selection and party primaries in the People’s Democratic Party thus calls for critical 

attention and analysis, and is perceived to be responsible for outbreak of crisis within 

the political parties. 

 

Party Politics and Intra-Party Conflicts in Nigeria  

Party politics and intra-party conflicts in Nigeria revolves around the activities of 

institutional structures competing through electoral process in a bid to gain control 

over people, policies of government and scarce resources through institutionalized 

procedures, which resulted in more pains than gains to the country’s democratic 

process. It is necessary to trace this menace to the origin of the establishment of 
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political parties in Nigeria during the colonial rule in the country. Political parties in 

the colonial period grew out of the struggles against colonial domination and strived 

for political independence. Such struggles led to the establishment of the Nigerian 

National Democratic Party in 1922, spearheaded by the then nationalist; Herbert 

Macaulay. (Omolusi: 2010). 

The NNDP party focused on championing the interests of the local people and 

protecting their rights which the colonial masters spuriously violated had the objective 

of attaining municipal status and local self-government for Lagos, encouragement of 

nondiscriminatory private economic enterprise, Africanization of the civil service 

among others. Upon its establishment, the party recorded huge success in the 

pursuance of its goals; it served as a platform through which local people expressed 

their grievances and displeasure against the rulings of the colonial elites. However, it 

was not without its shortcomings as later were turned to be personalized and controlled 

by educated elite. Additionally, it was not nationalistic, as most of its activities were 

confined to the environs of Lagos. 

There came the National Youth Movement (NYM) and was controlled majorly by 

graduate students, particularly those in the Kings College, coupled with the influence 

of Dr. Nnamdi Arzikiwe. Soon, the NYM also met with its own shortcomings which 

were as a result of ethnic politics that loomed in the party. However, despite the 

shortcomings of the NNDP and NYM, the two opened doors for more party politics 

and emergence of political parties in the country. This included the Action Group 

(AG), the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) and the NCNC which succeeded the 

NYM and NNDP. 

However, although they were largely ethicized and elitist in nature, Omodia (2010) 

opined that their major objectives revolved around acquiring power and achievement 

of independence for the country. While highlighting the major importance of the 

political parties, he asserted that “even when parties were elitist formed, they were 

deeply rooted in the people in terms of interest articulation, aggregation, political 

socialization and elite recruitment coupled with political communication (Omodia, 

2010: 66)”. 

However, the political parties were berated with internal conflicts; major internal crisis 

resulting from leadership conflicts and ethnic sectionalism were recorded in the 

NCNC; the leader of the National Council for Nigeria and Cameroon (NCNC), Dr. 

Nnamdi Azikiwe, was to be the Premier of Western Region following the victory of 

his party in the Western regional election. The emergence of Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe as 

the Premier of the Western region was against the support of certain members, 

particularly the Yorubas. Mbah (2011) asserted that members of the NCNC, majorly 
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Yorubas felt uncomfortable with the success of Nnamdi Azikiwe, thereby threatening 

to defect. 

It was reported that a Yoruba member of the party said “I don’t want to be part of a 

situation where Yoruba land would be set on fire, so I am crossing over to the other 

side”.(Omodia:2010). Thereby defecting to the Action Group, which was majorly a 

Yoruba party. Therefore, despite his success, he was denied the premiership position. 

While ethnic segregation and factionalization culminated into the decamping of 

Nnamdi Azikiwe to join the Eastern region. 

Similarly, intra-party crisis which bedeviled the Northern People’s Congress leading 

to the factionalization of Aminu Kano from the party, to form the Northern Elements 

Progressives Union (NEPU). The factionalization was borne out of his perceived 

marginalization of minority interests in the Arewa Cultural Group and his desire to 

protect the interests of those minorities. Consequent marginalization of minorities by 

the Hausa-Fulani majority also culminated into the formation of United Middle Belt 

Congress (UMBC) by Joseph Tarka. 

The party was riddled with conflict of interests among its members, ranging from a 

discrepancy between its elected representatives and top native authority officials, to 

the dominating role played by the Native Authority officials in controlling the party 

affairs. Such autocratic and oligarchic patterns were defined as a system of “court 

politics” by Professor Miller. (Omodia: 2010). Internal Crisis which loomed in the 

Action Group is also marked by political rivalry which was majorly between Awolowo 

and Akintola’s ideological differences and party leadership. The rift was so grave that 

Uche (1989) in Omodia (2010) asserted that “the political scandals were publicly 

disclosed and birthed myriad of conflicts leading to massive violence and state of 

emergency in the Western region. Akintola was later dismissed from the party, which 

led to the formation of another party the Nigeria National Democratic Party (NNDP). 

The inception of the Second republic in 1979 following some years of military rule 

marked the party politics among five established political parties National Party of 

Nigeria(NPN) Nigerian People’s Party(NPP) Great Nigerian People’s Party(GNPP), 

Unity Party of Nigeria(UPN) , People’s Redemption Party(PRP). Toyden (2002) 

opined that political parties in the second republic were a metamorphosis of the first 

republic that also mirrored the activities of those in the first republic. In this period, 

intra-party relation was a mixture of cooperation and conflicts; while the Northern 

People’s Congress (NPC) enjoyed some level of internal cohesion, certain elements of 

conflicts were still evident within the party. An example was when Malam Aminu 

Kano left the party due to the sabotage of his presidential ambition, to form People’s 

Redemption Party (PRP). 
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Additionally, authoritarian activities loomed in the UPN and GNPP; within the parties, 

presidential and gubernatorial candidates also doubled as their Party chairmen, thus 

suffocating the possibility of internal democracy. The resultant effects were 

defections, factionalization and splits. Sunday Afolabi and Akin Omoboriowo of Oyo 

and Ondo states defected from UPN to NPN (Ilufoye, 2011), other cases were Arthur 

Nzeribe’s defection from NPP to UPN, Chief Abiola’s defection from NPN, the split 

of PRP into Aminu Kano and Micheal Imodu faction among others. (Ilufoye: 2011). 

In essence, the second republic recorded internal strife, with the UPN having the 

largest number of intra-party crisis. The third republic started with the transition 

program, General Ibrahim Babangida emphasized on his desire to rid Nigeria party 

politics of the ethnicization, politics of ownership and party crisis which bedeviled it 

in previous republics. This saw to the establishment of two political parties along 

ideological lines; the Social Democratic Party (SDP) which was a leftist or welfarist 

party and the National Republican Convention (NRC) which was a capitalist party. 

Although the party was later dissolved upon cancellation of the highly controversial 

1993 election, although recently acknowledged by the federal government .It has 

marked the beginning of another military dispensation ended in 1999, it is no doubt 

that the party witnessed its own share of intra-party conflict within the short time. 

Intraparty relations in the party were marked by factional feud and in-fighting. The 

National Redemption Party (NRC) was divided among various factions like the 

Republican Action Committee by Tom Ikimi, the Republican Solidarity led by Umaru 

Shinkafi, BamangaTukur and Adamu Ciroma and the NRC consultative forum led by 

Alhaji Ibrahim Mantu. The Social Democratic Party (SDP) was also marked by 

internal feud and factionalization leading to the emergence of the Yaradua and Kingibe 

factions (Ilufoye, 2011). The death of General Sani Abacha, and consequent end of the 

military junta, ushered in the Fourth republic. Momoh (2013) captured the feature of 

party politics in the fourth republic; Political parties experienced reoccurring internal 

feuds leading to factionalization and also the proliferation of political parties. The 

situation was accurately summarized by Abutudu (2013:5). 

At the inception of the fourth republic, the main parties: Alliance for Democracy (AD), 

Action Congress of Nigeria (ACN), All Nigerian People’s Party (ANPP) and the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP), have always been said to be largely affected by 

“deep internal crises, disorder, recurring tensions and turmoil manifested in factional 

fighting, expulsions and counterexpulsions, multiple executives and dual offices 

(Akubo, 2014: 85). 

 

Character of Party Primaries and Candidate Selection  

At its inception, the People’s Democratic Party in 1998 was determined to ensure 

internal democracy and smooth turnover of election is achieved through the 

establishment of good structures and frame work. However, despite such 

commendable and laudable legalistic constructs and importance of conducting 
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selection of candidates through primaries, the party is not devoid of internal crisis and 

conflictual occurrences; it has been riddled with sudden large amount of tales conflicts 

and litigations. Reasons for such internal crisis can be accrued to a gap between theory 

and practice.  

PDP internal conflict in 2003 majorly revolved around Obasanjo’s second term bid 

and his hegemonic control over the party structures. The summary of candidate 

imposition was given by Elischer (2008), when he asserted that; In order to get the 

PDP aligned state governors to support his renewed candidacy in 2003, Obasanjo and 

his then-ally Atiku promised all PDP governors to free them of intra-party opposition 

to their renewed bid for power irrespective of the various legal suits leveled against 

them. Eventually Obasanjo secured his second nomination and all governors were 

returned as PDP candidates. Kura (2011) further asserted that the 2006 primaries 

which preceded the 2007 elections were also marred by resultant chaos and internal 

crisis. Events in the 2007 elections revolved around Obasanjo’s third term presidential 

ambition, Atiku’s presidential ambition, Yaradua’s consequent selection and other 

cases of intra-party rifts. Within these unfolding events, candidate imposition and 

political sabotage was clearly evident. 

Olusegun Obasanjo who was at the time president and towards the end of his 

presidential tenure declared the election a do-or-die affair, which was in relation to his 

third term ambition, while he was plotting his re-election, it was asserted that Atiku 

Abubakar, who was at the time his vice president, was also nursing his presidential 

ambition. Alumona (2014) stated that Atiku Abubakar used the People’s Democratic 

Movement as his formidable political machine to ensure the victory and defeat of 

certain candidates within the party and also to plot the nullification of Obasanjo’s third 

term presidential ambition. In retaliation, Obasanjo sabotaged Atiku and his 

supporter’s registration, forcing Atiku’s defection to the Action Congress (AC), later 

Action Congress of Nigeria to pursue his presidential candidate. 

Following his defection, other members of the party witnessed harassments and 

forceful withdrawal from the presidential race, which led to the emergence of Umaru 

Musa Yaradua as the presidential candidate. The rise of Umaru Musa Yaradua as the 

party’s presidential candidate also blossomed into crisis; According to Irem (2006), 

the process leading to the emergence of Yar’ Adua “was not truly democratic because 

there seemed to be an undemocratic consensus by leaders of the party prior to the 

convention in favour of Yar’ Adua” . This is because prior to the election, twelve 

governors were said to have signified their interest in the presidential race. 

Other series of unconstitutional candidature were also evident in 2011 leading to 

impositions and substitution of candidates. Mr. Ifeanyi Ararume was replaced with 

Engineer Ugwu. In Lagos, Hilda Williams who emerged as the winner in the primaries 
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was also replaced with Senator Musiliu Obanikoro. Similarly, in River State, Mr. 

Rotimi Ameachi was replaced with Mr. Celestine Omehia. However, in line with the 

unconstitutional rules of the game, Ararume was later expelled from the party by the 

National Working committee, following his rift with the party leadership (Okocha, 

2007). The end result was underscored by Kura (2011); disregard for constitutionalism 

culminated into the absence of party candidates in Rivers and Imo State. (Adejumobi, 

2011). 

Between 2011 and 2015, other cases of escalating intra-party crisis were also recorded; 

spiraling conflict between the then party chairman; Alhaji Bamanga Tukur and the 

state governors led to the factionization and later defection of five state governors. 

Surrounding controversies led to the resignation of Tukur, who was replaced with 

Adamu Muazu. Within the same period, Jonathan’s presidential ambition triggered 

another form of conflict between him and the Northern members of the party. It was 

stated that Jonathan has had a one term agreement with the north, but was later 

rebuffed by Jonathan who demanded for the documented proof of such agreement, 

sparking major internal conflict. He thus imposed himself as the presidential candidate 

to the detriment of other interested members like Sule Lamido. 

It is therefore obvious that upholding institutionalized processes of candidate selection 

and party primaries in the PDP have been subjected to mere abstraction. The pitiable 

state of internal democracy consequently resulting to conflicts has been captured by 

Obi in Adejumobi, 2011: 

In PDP of today, all known rules of democracy have been thwarted. 

The party does not care a hoot about the processes of election or 

selection……In the Party, it is not the people that make choice; it is 

the few who have seized the instruments of power that impose their 

will on the people. If democracy is to throw open the polity for mass 

participation in political affairs, the PDP has shrunk the political 

space thus making democracy look like a closed hop. The sins of 

PDP against democracy are legion. (Adejumobi, 2011:18). 

 

Evidently, cases of intra-party conflicts in the Nigerian politics pose as an accurate 

manifestation of the party’s lack of adherence to the legal and institutional frameworks 

carved to ensure internal democracy and prevent internal conflict. Consequently, this 

inherent lack of adherence could be explained within Riggs (1964) theory of formalism 

which explains discrepancy between the laid down dictates and what is actually 

practiced. In this context, the theory-practice gap, which resulted to crisis in both the 

All progressive congress and the People’s Democratic Party has birthed wide span of 

consequences ranging from member defection, frequent change of executive leaders, 
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factionalization, decamping and cross carpeting among the legislatures and the 

executive. The trend of cross-carpeting, members defection borne out of intra-party 

conflict arising from parallel party primaries across many state of the ruling APC has 

not a new phenomenon in Nigeria’s party politics. Although, it cannot be seen as 

reflection of what often characterized the PDP era Mbah (2011) posits that party 

defection has positioned itself as a permanent feature in the Nigerian democratic 

experience. 

 

Conclusion 

Party system and political activities were amongst crucial essentials of democracy. 

Whereas the second is flexible and greatly vibrant and denotes to entirety of social 

affinity of all political actors in a given social environment, the former refers 

essentially to the somewhat immutable feature of a sovereign entity. The multi-ethnic 

nature of the country; the disparate nature of the regional politics; and lack of common 

ideology among the political leaders, among others, are a pulling factor that made the 

formation of uni-polar, bi-polar, ideology-based parties impossible. Political practice, 

on the other hand, is woven around ethnicity, religion and personal sentiments. 

Consequent upon the numerous challenges identified above, finding solutions to the 

problems faced by parties must be holistic and should anticipate all issues already 

abandoned in the constitution and legal setting which regulates the election processes. 
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