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Abstract

The 2019 General Elections was the first to be conducted after the All Progressives Congress came to
power. This paper reviews the role of political parties in the 2019 General Elections. The objective is to
examine how the conducts of the parties served to further consolidate or undermine the conduct of the
elections. Through a qualitative research design and thematic content analysis, the paper utilizes ‘weak
institutional approach’ to pursue its objective. The paper finds that there has been some level of
appreciable progress in the areas electoral reforms resulting in competitive elections and improved
citizens’ consciousness, as a result of appreciable trust in the electoral process. However, the paper
further established that these seeming progresses have been diminished by the overwhelming display of
wanton disrespect for democratic ethos through the stifling of internal party democracy, monetization
of the electoral process, poor campaign messages and the rise of hate speech and disinformation. The
paper recommends among others, the establishment of Political Party Monitoring Commission in line
with the recommendation of the Uwais Electoral Reform Committee.

Key Words: Dynamics, Elections, Electoral Competition, 2019 General Elections, Party
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Introduction
Democracy is an evolving system. Each country must fashion a government out of its

own culture, history and circumstances. These factors notwithstanding, there are fundamental
principles that, in one form or another, must be present in all democracies. One of these
fundamental principles is democratic elections. No matter how well designed a government is,
it cannot be considered democratic, unless the officials who head that government are freely

Corresponding Author:

ALIYU, Danladi. Department of Political Science and International Studies Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria — Kaduna State,
Nigeria. Email:daliyu@abu.edu.ng
1


mailto:ig.ngini@unizik.edu.ng

NAJOPS Vol. 11(2) (2026) Aliyu & Abubakar

elected by the citizens in a manner, which is clearly seen to be open and fair to all. Elections
are important not only because they are part of an important process but they also determine
whether leaders continue in power or are changed. Freedom of choice is generally agreed to be
at the very heart of democracy. As argued by Held, “part of the attraction of democracy lays in
the refusal to accept in principle any conception of the political good other than that generated
by the 'people' themselves. “ (Held, 2000, p.296).

Elections are important to democracy because they gauge the level of democratic
consolidation or decline recorded within a political entity. Sadly, in most Africa democracies,
the value of elections have been in decline in the past eighteen years (Freedom House Report,
2024), hence posing a great challenge to democratic practices. The alleged perversion of the
electoral process in the US presidential elections, the highhandedness and intolerance of
opposition that characterized the series of elections conducted under President Putin of Russia,
the judicialization of the electoral choices as well as the violent and warlike nature of elections
in Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, Democratic Republic of Congo, and other developing
democracies, all point to this decline in value of the electoral process (Saliu, 2018:p.3).
Decrying the decay in the electoral process in Nigeria, the head of the election management
body, the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), noted that “until we get our
electoral process on the right, consistent and progressively positive trajectory, our efforts at
nation-building, peace and progress shall remain epileptic" (Yakubu, 2019, p.2). It is however
instructive to note that elections, even if they are flawed could have a value in the
institutionalization of electoral integrity, that is, if subsequent elections strengthen the critical
democratic or electoral principles. It is in the light of this that a review of the 2019 general
elections becomes imperative.

Electoral outcomes are products of the organic connections or disconnection,
consequential actions or inactions of stakeholders such as the political parties, the security
agencies, civil society organizations, the media, development partners, traditional and religious
organizations and of course the election management body. Therefore, any electoral review
must of necessity interrogate the role of these important stakeholders so as to examine how their
actions, conduct, preferences and choices contributed to the general conduct and outcomes of
the elections. Existing studies on Nigerian party politics (e.g., Mohammed, 2015; Omotola,
2009; Jinadu, 2011) have largely focused on party formation, elite behavior, and electoral
irregularities. Not much attention has been paid to how party dynamics specifically shape
electoral competitiveness in recent electoral cycles, particularly the 2019 elections. This study

addresses this gap by linking internal party dynamics with measurable indicators of electoral
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competition. This paper therefore, evaluates the role of political parties as an important
democratic institution, through which competitive elections can be engendered. The objective
is to examine how the conducts of the parties served to further consolidate or undermine the
conduct of the 2019 general elections. The basic research questions that guide this study,
include:

a. What is the effect of party dynamics on electoral competitiveness?

b. To what extent do Nigerian parties exhibit internal democracy?

c. How do parties shape citizen engagement.
These questions were interrogated from the perspective of the weak institutional approach with
intent of identifying protracted and new challenges as well as possible areas of improvements
in the conduct of free and fair democratic elections in Nigeria. The paper is divided into six
sections. This introduction is followed by literature review. The third section explained the
theoretical approach adopted for the study. Section four deals with methodology. An
interrogation of how party dynamics shaped electoral competition in the 2019 general election
is the crux of section five. Finally, conclusion and recommendations constitute the body of

section Six.

Literature Review

Electoral competition shapes the institutionalization of party systems, voter alignments,
political representation, and democratic consolidation. While much of the foundational
literature emerged from studies of advanced democracies, particularly Europe and North
America (Bartolini & Mair, 2007; Norris, 2005; Invernizzi, 2021), recent scholarship (Okolie
& Odum, 2018; LeVan, 2019) has expanded the analysis to emerging democracies where party
systems are often fluid, weakly institutionalized, and characterized by intense elite competition.
The Nigerian case represents an important framework for examining these dynamics because
electoral politics operates within a highly competitive but weakly institutionalized party system

Bartolini and Mair (2007), investigate the historical stabilization of European electorates
between 1885 and 1985. Their work challenges simplistic notions of electoral volatility by
demonstrating that party competition is shaped by historically rooted social cleavages, including
class, religion, region, and ethnicity. They argue that stable party competition emerges when
political parties successfully institutionalize social identities and transform them into durable
patterns of electoral support. By electoral availability, Bartolini and Mair (2007) refers to the
extent to which voters are willing to switch party preferences between elections. Low electoral

availability indicates stable party loyalties, while high electoral availability suggests fluid
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competition. Their contention, therefore, is that party systems become institutionalized when
social cleavages structure political competition and reduce voter mobility. However, the
concept of electoral availability, as conceived by Bartolini and Mair (2007) denies the efficacy
of electoral turnover as indication of high electoral competitiveness. The idea of party loyalty
can bring about dominant party syndrome.

While this framework of electoral availability may explains electoral stability in
Western Europe, its applicability to Nigeria is limited. As Okolie and Odum (2018) and LeVan
(2019) pointed out party competition in Nigeria often revolves around ethnic coalitions and
regional alignments, yet, there is high electoral availability.

Contrary to Bartolini and Mair (2007), Norris (2005) conceptualizes politics as an
electoral market in which parties compete for voters through ideological appeals, policy
platforms, leadership images, and organizational resources. Norris (2005) demonstrates how
parties can strategically exploit social grievances and political opportunities to gain electoral
support. Although Norris's analysis focuses primarily on European radical right parties, the
broader framework has relevance for Nigeria. Nigerian parties increasingly rely on strategic
messaging, media campaigns, and voter mobilization techniques to compete for electoral
support. The 2015 and 2023 elections, for example, demonstrated the growing importance of
social media, youth mobilization, and issue-based appeals in shaping electoral outcomes
(LeVan, 2019).

An important shift in the literature moves beyond inter-party competition to
examine competition within political parties. Invernizzi (2021) argues that internal party
organization significantly shapes electoral outcomes. Political parties are not unitary
actors but coalitions of factions competing for influence, resources, and nominations.

The organizational structure of parties determines how these internal conflicts are
managed and how effectively parties compete externally. According to Invernizzi
(2021), factions can serve productive functions by facilitating representation,
mobilization, and leadership recruitment. Extending this argument, Invernizzi (2023)
introduces the concept of "antagonistic cooperation," whereby competing factions
cooperate within parties because electoral success requires organizational unity. This
implies that factional competition is not inherently destructive. Rather, parties can
remain electorally viable when institutional arrangements enable factions to coexist and
share power. This argument by Invernizzi (2023), does not support Nigerian context. As
noted by Okolie and Odum (2018) political competition in Nigeria is frequently

characterized by elite fragmentation, intra-party conflict, and adversarial campaign
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practices. Therefore, “antagonistic cooperation” in Nigeria had resulted in party
fragmentation and increased “electoral availability™.

In Emerging democracies, Bielasiak (2005) argues that effective electoral
competition requires discussion around representation and governability. Political
parties must aggregate social interests while providing stable mechanisms for political
accountability (Bielasiak, 2005). A key insight from Bielasiak's work is that democratic
competition in emerging democracies often occurs before party systems become
institutionalized. As a result, electoral politics may be characterized by volatility, weak
party identities, and unstable coalitions. Nigeria exemplifies many of the challenges
identified by Bielasiak. Since the return to civilian rule in 1999, electoral competition
has intensified, yet party institutionalization remains limited.

Mohammed (2015), Okolie and Odum, (2018), and LeVan (2019) provides one
of the most comprehensive analyses of contemporary Nigerian politics. They argue that
Nigeria has experienced significant political transformation characterized by increasing
electoral competitiveness, changing elite coalitions, and evolving patterns of political
participation. The 2015 presidential election represented a critical turning point because
it marked the first defeat of an incumbent ruling party through electoral means. This
outcome suggested the emergence of more competitive politics and demonstrated that
electoral competition could facilitate democratic accountability.

However, LeVan (2018) emphasizes the persistence of structural challenges,
including weak institutions, patronage politics, insecurity, and elite dominance.
Electoral competition in Nigeria remains shaped by informal networks and political
bargaining rather than purely programmatic contestation. LeVan's contribution is
important because it balances optimism about democratic progress with recognition of
enduring institutional weaknesses. His analysis supports the argument that Nigeria has
achieved competitive elections without achieving fully institutionalized party
competition. How Nigeria does achieved competitive elections with weak institutional

framework is therefore the gap this study filled.

Theoretical foundation of Week Institutional Approach
This study is anchored on the weak institutional approach, which has gained prominence

in the analysis of political systems in developing democracies. The approach provides a useful
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analytical framework for understanding the dynamics of party politics and electoral competition
in societies where formal democratic institutions exist but lack the capacity to function
effectively. Jinadu (2011) and Mohammed (2015) have increasingly emphasized that the
effectiveness of democratic systems depends not only on the presence of formal institutions but

also on their degree of institutionalization, autonomy, and internal coherence.

The weak institutional approach is rooted in broader institutionalist theories, particularly
those concerned with the role of political institutions in shaping behavior and outcomes.
Institutions, in this context, refer to formal and informal rules, procedures, and organizations
that structure political interactions (North, 1990; March & Olsen, 1989). However, in many
developing democracies, these institutions are often fragile and poorly enforced, giving rise to

what is described as weak institutionalization.

According to Huntington (1968), institutionalization refers to the process by which
organizations and procedures acquire value and stability. Where institutionalization is weak,
political organizations—especially parties—tend to lack coherence, adaptability, and
legitimacy. This condition results in a political environment where formal rules are frequently

undermined by informal practices and elite manipulation.

The weak institutional approach is based on several key assumptions: First, political
institutions lack organizational stability and coherence. Second, elite dominance shapes
institutional behavior. Third, informal practices override formal rules. Fourth, institutions
exhibit low autonomy and weak enforcement capacity. Finally, political competition is distorted
rather than absent (Hyden, 2008; Arslan & Alqatan, 2020). Based on these assumptions, weak
institutionalization is assessed through: degree of internal party democracy, stability of party
structures, levels of elite dominance, and prevalence of informal practices (e.g., imposition,

defections, and monetization).

Since the return to democratic rule in 1999, political parties have played a central role
in electoral processes. However, several scholars have noted that Nigerian parties remain
weakly institutionalized, lacking ideological clarity, organizational discipline, and internal
democratic practices (Mohammed, 2015; Omotola, 2009). One manifestation of institutional
weakness is the prevalence of candidate imposition, the use of “unity lists,” and manipulation
of party primaries (Nwolise, 2018). Another manifestation is the monetization of politics, where
financial resources significantly influence candidate selection and electoral success. High

nomination fees and widespread vote buying reflect weak regulatory frameworks and
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ineffective enforcement mechanisms (Nwanegbo, 2018; Onuoha & Ojo, 2018). Furthermore,
Nigerian party politics is marked by frequent defections and fluid alliances, which indicate weak
party cohesion and low ideological commitment. Political actors often switch party allegiance
based on strategic considerations rather than policy alignment, reinforcing the dominance of

informal practices over formal party structures (Omotola, 2009).

The weak institutional approach is particularly useful for this study because it bridges
the gap between formal institutional arrangements and actual political practices. It explains why
the mere existence of parties in Nigeria and frequent elections may not necessarily translate into
meaningful democratic competition. By focusing on institutional weaknesses, the framework
provides a basis for linking different aspects of the analysis—such as internal party democracy,

monetization of politics, and campaign practices—under a unified explanatory ideal.

Despite its analytical strengths, the weak institutional approach, is limited by its
overemphasis on institutional deficiencies, while underestimating areas of democratic progress,
such as improvements in electoral administration and increased voter awareness (Jega, 2019).
Additionally, the approach understate the role of agency, particularly the capacity of civil
society, reform-minded elites, and electoral bodies to strengthen democratic institutions over
time. To address these limitations, this study incorporates multiple indicators of electoral
competition and acknowledges both the challenges and progress within Nigeria’s democratic

trajectory.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design to examine the dynamics of party politics
and electoral competition in Nigeria’s 2019 general elections. The choice of a qualitative design
is based on the fact that the study focuses on understanding institutional behavior, political

processes, and electoral outcomes within their broader socio-political context.

The study relied on documentary secondary data obtained from a wide range of credible
sources, including: official publications of the Independent National Electoral Commission
(INEC); political party documents such as manifestos and policy statements; academic books
and peer-reviewed journal articles on Nigerian politics and elections and; credible media reports
relevant to the 2019 general elections. These sources were selected based on the relevance,

credibility and analytical value of the documents to the objective of the study.



NAJOPS Vol. 11(2) (2026) Aliyu & Abubakar

The documentary data generated were analyzed using thematic content analysis. This
involved systematic identification of recurring themes related to: party institutionalization,
internal party democracy, electoral competition, monetization of politics, campaign strategies
and messaging. These themes were categorized based on the study research questions and

interpreted findings through the framework of weak institutional approach.
Dynamics of Party Politics, Electoral Competition and the 2019 General Elections

In appraising the 2019 general elections from the context of electoral competition and
party politics, this section argues that the pattern of electoral competition is functionally related
to margin of victory, internal democratic disposition of the parties, the monetization of the
electoral process, campaigns and campaign messages and increased citizens’ awareness and

consciousness.
Electoral competition and margin of Victory

The competitiveness of an election can be measured by intense campaign and high
partisanship in the electoral process. We operationalize high partisanship and intense campaign
to depicts the likelihood that someone other than the winner might have won, or alternatively,
the extent to which each of two or more candidates has an equal chance of winning (Aliyu,
2016). Competitiveness, therefore, can be measured by the size of the margin of victory’
(Flanigan & Zingale, 1974). By margin of victory we mean the differential between the votes
of the two leading candidates. When the margin of victory is narrow, electoral competition
assumes significant efficiency. Consequently, high margins of victory simply imply ineffective
electoral competition (Aliyu, 2016). The 2019 presidential election for example was contested
by 71 political parties. Although the electioneering campaigns were highly partisan and
intensely charged by some candidates, however, the combined votes received by 69 parties other
than APC and PDP, amount to 3.2 percent (computed from data obtained at inecnigeria.org).
Therefore, only the APC and PDP demonstrated capacity to compete and hence the two leading
parties. The table 1 below shows the margin of victory between the two leading candidates in
the last six presidential elections. The percentage votes of winner for each election was derived
by dividing the total votes of the winner by the total valid votes casts and multiplied by 100.
Similarly, the percentage total votes of runner-up was derived by dividing the total votes
obtained by the runner up by the total valid votes cast in each election circle and multiplied by

100. The percentage difference was calculated as (winner vote % — runner-up vote %). The
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results for each election circle was generated from the official website of Indeoendent National

Electoral Commission (inecnigeria.org).

Table 1: The ‘Margin of Victory’ between the First and the Second candidate in Six
Presidential elections from 1999-2019

%Votes of % votes of
Year of Election ~ Winner runner-up % Difference
1999 election 62.78 37.22 25.56
2003 election 61.8 32.3 29.5
2007 election 70.34 29.66 40.68
2011 election 58.89 31.98 26.91
2015 election 53.96 44.96 9
2019 election 55.59 41.21 14.38

Source: compiled by author using data source from inecnigeria.org

From table 1, the difference between the winner and the runner-up candidates in the
1999 presidential election was 25.56 percent; in 2003 elections it was 29.5 percent; 2007
recorded the highest differentials of 40.68 percent; 2011 election recorded 26.91. While the
2015 presidential elections recorded the lowest differential of 9 percent, the margin of victory
in the 2019 presidential election slightly increased to 14.38 percent. Impliedly, compared to the
first four elections, the 2019 election was slightly competitive. Although, based on table 1, the
2015 elections remain the most competitive of the six elections. The competitiveness of the
2015 and 2019 elections can be attributed to the merger of political parties to form the APC,
electoral reforms anchored by INEC and the increased citizens’ engagement and demand for

electoral accountability (Chiamogu & Chiamogu, 2025; Madueke & Enyiazu, 2025).

The merger of three political parties (ACN, ANPP and CPC) in collaboration with splits-
offs from APGA, DPP and PDP in 2013 changed the nature of party politics in Nigeria. Hitherto,
opposition parties were grossly fragmented and hence, lacked the capacity to compete with the
ruling party. Their fragmentation or atomization as Aliyu (2017) notes is sometimes
masterminded and, or, facilitated by ruling parties so as to weaken their capacity to mobilize

and coordinate the goodwill of citizens. The formation of the APC changed the contour of
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opposition politics in Nigeria, as the party did not only present a formidable challenge during
the 2015 elections; it actually defeated the incumbents in the presidential and some
gubernatorial contests. The success has three implications: it shows the Nigerian politician’s
ability to yield to turf protection and prioritize general group interest against self-interest; it
further demystify the incumbent factor in a free and fair electoral contest; and introduced a two
dominant party system. With two dominant parties the 2015 and 2019 elections were hotly
contested. Although, the defeat of the PDP, coupled with the prospect of losing access to state
resource, plunged the party into an unprepared opposition status. Consequently, the party
became enmeshed in leadership crisis, which presented a picture of a disoriented opposition
party. However, the perceived failure of the APC government to manage the huge expectations
that followed it’s success in the 2015 elections coupled with its inability to deliver, substantially,
on its campaign promises, rejuvenated the PDP as a formidable competitor (LeVan & Ukata,
2018; Ajayi, 2025). The perception of the ruling party’s failure to perform, spurred the PDP to
publicly apologize to Nigerians and started the process of recreating itself by organizing a

national convention that produced its leadership across the country.

Therefore, the 2019 elections were competitive. Although the APC won the presidential
election and majority of seats in the Senate and House of Representatives, the PDP won more
state governorship positions than the APC. In essence, therefore, the 2019 elections brought the
country closer to the reality of a two party dominance. Furthermore, it raises certain
fundamental question about the proliferation of parties in Nigeria. For example, what is the
essence of registering large number of political parties, with its attendance logistical challenges
as evident in the postponement of elections in the last three general elections (2011, 2015 and

2019), when they lack the capacity to compete competitively?
Weak internal party democracy

The competitiveness of 2019 general elections can also be gauged by the internal
democratic dynamics of the parties. Adherence to institutional norms, rules and regulations
improved competitiveness. Lack of adherence signifies weakness. To this extent, the study
posits that in Nigeria, political elites, rhetorically support democratic norms but do not
consistently adhere to them in practice. The remarks by Atiku Abubakar, a senior politician,

who had served as Vice President of Nigeria (1999-2007) discloses that:

I am, therefore, aware of some of the imperatives of internal party democracy
and the perils of its abdication in the political process. In fact, as many of you
know, I bear the scars of the absence of internal party democracy or what might

10
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be called the dictatorship of anti-democratic forces in our party system ..... we
believe that a democratic order, where citizens choose how they want to be
governed and by whom, is the best form of governance known to humanity and
that it will accelerate our economic and social advancement as well as gain us
respect in the international community.” (Nwolise, 2018, p.35)

No doubt, the absence of internal party democracy engenders dictatorship and does not
guarantee the conduct of free and fair elections. Furthermore, Mohammed (2015, p.9) quoted
the former INEC chairman, Attahiru Jega to have argued that absence of internal party
democracy “not only altered the politics within the party, it also has larger implications in terms

of national politics and in terms of inter-party relation”.

It has been assumed that parties are conglomerations of freely associating men,
propelled by common vision and ideals, with the ultimate objective of securing and using
political power towards the advancement of all (Heywood, 2021). This suggests the centrality
of the individual in political party activities and hence, decision as to who, when and how they

are governed ought to be decided freely by these individuals (Nwolise, 2018)

The processes leading to the election of party officials in the two leading parties (APC
and PDP) as well as the candidate selection processes of the two parties, say so much about the
internal democratic nature of our parties. The national conventions of the PDP and APC prior
to the 2019 general elections, convened to elect national officers for the parties, were tainted by
accusation of underhand dealings and the use of predetermined “unity list” (Ugbede, 2018;
Channels Television, 2017)). The APC convention was though, peaceful, however, non-
competitive. The only presidential candidate was the incumbent. Therefore, the process was

simply an endorsement ceremony.

In several states, internal disputes in the APC resulted in parallel congresses, factional
executives, litigation, and deep divisions among party elites. States such as Lagos, Oyo,
Adamawa, Abia, Imo, Rivers, Bayelsa, Kwara, Zamfara, and Enugu witnessed serious factional
conflicts, reflecting the extent to which the party was vertically divided ahead of the 2019
general elections (Adeyemi et.al. 2018; Aziken, 2018; Vanguard News, 2018). This resulted in
the annulment by the Supreme Court of all the seats won by APC in Zamfara state. The Court
held that the party failed to conduct valid primaries in accordance with the Electoral Act and its
own guidelines, rendering all votes cast for the APC as wasted votes (Situation Room, 2019;

News Agency of Nigeria, 2019).

11
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The presidential nominations of the PDP were anything but democratic. The PDP’s
nomination was severely marred by allegation of heavy ‘dollarization’, cash and carry type of
nomination (Fabiyi et al., 2018; Vanguard News, 2018). This signifies the lack of adherence to

institutional guidelines in the internal democratic processes of the parties.
Heavy monetization and commercialization of the nomination process

Directly linked to the absence of internal party democracy is the commercialization of
the political process. In the 2019 general elections, the commercialization of the electoral
process was unprecedented, with the increase in the amount paid by aspirants for securing the
candidature of a party. Whereas all the parties were guilty, the APC, understandably, had the

highest nomination fees (Premium Times, 2018; Channels Television, 2018).

Table 2: Cost of Nomination Forms for Three Leading Parties for the 2019 General Elections

State House

Presidency Governorship House of of Assembly
Party (N) ™) Senate )  Reps. (¥) ™)
APC 45 million 22.5 million 7 million 3.85 million .850 million
PDP 12 million 6 million 3.5 million 1.5 million .600 million
APGA 25 million 10 million 5 million 2.5 million 1 million

Source: compiled by Researchers, 2019

The table 2 above shows the fees charged by three leading parties in Nigeria for their
nomination forms. At the presidential level for instance, the APC charged ¥4 5million compared
to PDP’s ®12million and APGA’s N25million. For the governorship nomination, the APC
charged N22million against PDP’s Né6million and APGA’s ¥10million. For the Senate and
House of Representatives, the APC charged :¥7million and ¥3.8million against the APGA’s
N3.5million and ¥1.5million as well as PDP’s ®¥5million and ¥2.5million respectively. For the
State Assembly seats, APGA charged the highest fee (¥1million) while APC charged N850,
000.00 and PDP 600, 000.00. So, in all the offices, the APC charged the highest except the
House of Assembly where the APGA recorded the highest fees. Surprisingly, the cost for the
APGA nomination form is higher than that of the PDP. These charges are in a country where

the minimum wage was N18, 000. 00 per month at the time.

12
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While party leaders may justify the excessive fees on the need to finance party activities,
it must be noted: it run contrary to democratic practices because it shut the door for open
participation in the political process. Scholars have built consensus on the belief that money
politics and financing occupy one of the most intractable challenges in the history of democratic
politics (Heard, 1960). Money politics has the capacity to distort the electoral process and serve
as a major motive for perpetuating grand corruption (Nwanegbo, 2018). In Africa and in most
developing democracies, it has been noted that:

The shortest cut to affluence and influence is through politics. Politics mean
money and money means politics. To get politics, there is always a price...... to
be a member of the government party means open avenue to government
patronage, contract deals and the like (Jiddere, 2015, p.177).

The implication is that to play politics in Africa requires deep pocket. This set the basis
for primitive accumulation as the ultimate goal of politics and not the agenda for national
development. This point on the influence of money on party politics in Nigeria was noted by
Muhammadu Buhari, a former President of Nigeria under the APC when he laments:

Regrettably, the recent political experiences have been characterized by the
corrupting influence of money on party politics and electioneering processes.
This unwholesome practice has dire consequences on our nations, in subverting
the exercise of free choice by voters, elevated corrupt and unprincipled
individuals to positions of leadership and entrenching the structure of
democracy devoid of accountability (emphasis mine) (Buhari, 2019)

This damning verdict on monetization of party politics, demonstrates the extent of the
rot in the political process. This is not a new development, as the Jos and Port Harcourt
conventions of the Social Democratic Party and National Republican Convention were also
alleged to have been marred by the excessive use of money (Ubani & Edigheji, 1993; Yaqub,
2001). Furthermore, in reference to the 2003 general elections in which he was a candidate,
former president Olusegun Obasanjo decried the heavy monetization of the electoral process.
He specifically asserts that “the parties and candidates together, spent during the last elections,
more than would have been needed to fight a successful war” (Obasanjo, 2003, p4).

The implication of the heavy monetization of the electoral process presupposes that
political competition could, most likely, be a game for the highest bidder. In essence, the major
progress recorded with the introduction of electoral reforms in 2015 and the slight improvement
in technological innovations used for the 2019 general elections were largely eroded by the

commercialization of the electoral process and the massive vote buying that attended the 2019
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elections. This negates institutional safeguards contained in the Electoral Act to curtail

excessive use of money in electoral activities.

Campaign messages and the promotion of hate speech

Campaign has been described as the “principal activity that links politicians and the
electorate and at the same time provides a critical link between citizens and government”
(Gambo & Ribadu, 2015, pp.91). Campaign is therefore, an essential component of the
electioneering process. It connects the parties and their candidates with the electorate. It is the
avenue through which political parties disseminate awareness of their manifestoes and
programmes to the general public with the primary aim of canvassing for votes and winning
elections. The message disseminated has the potential of determining the winner or runner-up
in an election. A campaign message therefore, should necessarily be composed of series of
issues conveyed in a manner that establishes a clear connection between the candidate and
voters (Fuld, 2018).

Political campaigns in the 2019 general elections have been devoid of any clear
engagement of the electorates on the issues contained in the party manifesto. Instead, campaigns
have been combustive, pedestrian and full of personal attacks (Fisher et al., 2019). As such,
campaign messages during the electoral circle were devoid of real issues and more of personal
attacks (Hassan, 2019). A glance through the banner headlines of major campaign headlines as
reported by the media provide a vivid illustration of the level of personal attacks that have taken
over political parties’ campaigns. For example, Premium Times reported exchanges of
corruption allegations between Muhammadu Buhari and Atiku Abubakar, highlighting the
extent to which campaign discourse focused on opponents' personal records rather than
substantive policy issues (Adebayo, 2019).

Research on the 2019 elections found that both major presidential candidates,
Muhammadu Buhari and Atiku Abubakar, were major targets of fake news campaigns.
Examples included fabricated statements, false endorsements, and manipulated stories
circulated online to influence voter perceptions (Ojoye, 2019; Tijjani, 2019; Fisher et al., 2019).

It has been reported that most of the social media reporting has been largely
misinformed, or are outright falsehood, and therefore risks opening the door to intolerant
responses from opponents (Verjee et al., 2018). Fabricated spreadsheets purporting to show
official INEC results circulated widely on social media. The documents falsely claimed that
Atiku Abubakar had won the election, despite lacking any official connection to INEC,

illustrating how misinformation was deployed to contest electoral outcomes (Tijani, 2019).
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Furthermore, a spoof website masquerading as a legitimate news platform published a story
alleging that Aisha Buhari had advised Nigerians not to vote for her husband. The report spread
rapidly through Facebook and WhatsApp before being debunked (Akinwotu, 2018).
Disinformation, laced in hate speech has the capacity to undermine an essential element of any
functioning democracy. Negative campaign, as shown above, is not peculiar to any one political
party. It has charged the political atmosphere and created an attitude of ‘we’ versus ‘them’,

which further compromised competitive election.

Citizen’s awareness and increase consciousness

Studies on the 2019 electioneering processes have shown some level of increases in
citizens’ consciousness on political events and developments in Nigeria (Verjee et al., 2018).
There is the growing perception that the electorate is now more politically conscious, especially
with the outcome of elections in some states of the federation. Amao and Ambali (2022) traced
this development to increases in electoral integrity since 2011 elections. Impliedly, electoral
integrity sparked off the interest and determination of citizens and civil society to take control
of their political destiny.

The increased consciousness expressed in the form of political choices by electorate
against perceived candidates of godfathers was partly due to the confidence attracted by the
conduct of the 2015 general election. The defeat of an incumbent president by an opposition
candidate, who had lost three previous elections, raised hope for peoples’ ability to effect
change through the ballot box. This is instructive, considering in Nigeria, political godfathers—
including incumbent presidents, governors, and other influential political elites—often wield
considerable influence over party structures due to their control of state resources, patronage
networks, and access to political opportunities. Their ability to distribute appointments,
contracts, campaign resources, and other benefits enables them to exert substantial control over
party machinery, candidate selection processes, and electoral outcomes, thereby shaping the
broader political process (Joseph, 1987; Omobowale & Olutayo, 2007; Albert, 2005; Kura,
2014).

Nonetheless, with the kind of political offsets that have so far been recorded during the
2019 general elections, it would be safe to conclude that citizens are beginning to learn to
exercise their civic right with so much efficiency. Nothing exemplifies this growing political
consciousness more than the electoral outcomes in several states during the 2019 general
elections. In Kwara State, the popular O T6 Gé (“Enough is Enough”) movement dismantled

the long-standing Saraki political dynasty, with voters overwhelmingly rejecting candidates
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associated with the established political order (Erezi, 2019). APC candidate Abdulrahman
Abdulrazaq won the governorship election decisively

In Bauchi State, incumbent Governor Mohammed Abdullahi Abubakar of the APC was
defeated by PDP candidate Bala Mohammed, becoming the first incumbent governor to lose re-
election in the state since the return to democratic rule in 1999 (Channels Television, 2019).
Similarly, in Adamawa State, voters removed the incumbent APC governor, Jibrilla Bindo, and
elected PDP candidate Ahmadu Fintiri despite the advantages of incumbency enjoyed by the
ruling party (Channels Television, 2019). The attempts by the incumbent governors in Ogun
and Imo states to impose their preferred candidates on the electorates were vehemently resisted
(Bosun, 2019).

The 2019 elections have therefore greatly contributed in the elevation of citizens’
consciousness about their political and civic rights. It is however not time to sing the victory
song as the godfathers have overtime demonstrated huge capacity to stir mischief and reverse
whatever gains that have been achieved through a contrived inconclusive electoral process. This
can be deduced from the outcome of the gubernatorial election in Kano state, where the
marginal victory of Abba Yusuf the PDP candidate was upturned in a re-run election that was
characterized by violence and irregularities (Sule ez al., 2020). This calls for citizens continued

vigilance and increasing awareness about their role as agents of democratic governance.

Conclusion

Institutional theory posits that political behavior is largely shaped by formal rules,
procedures, organizations, and informal norms that structure political interactions. Political
parties, electoral bodies, constitutions, electoral laws, and unwritten political conventions
constitute institutions that influence political actors' behavior. From this perspective, the
dynamics of party politics and electoral competition in the 2019 general elections can be
understood as products of both institutional weaknesses and the strategic adaptation of political
actors to those weaknesses.

The study found that during the 2019 general elections, while margin of victory reduced,
signifying electoral competiveness; internal party democracy remained weak within the major
political parties, particularly the APC and PDP. This means that the low margin of victory,
signifying competitive election was not as a result of party institutionalization... This finding
suggests that party institutions were insufficiently institutionalized and unable to regulate elite
behavior effectively. Political party that were supposed to serve as autonomous organizations

governed by rules and procedures, became instruments of control in the hands of powerful
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political actors. This ensures that patronage networks and elite bargaining overshadowed formal
party rules.

The study established the persistence of money as defining feature of party competition
in the 2019 general elections. This was demonstrated by the heavy nomination fees, allegations
of delegate inducement during party primaries, and widespread vote-buying during elections.
Institutionally, this reflects the inability of party regulatory mechanisms and electoral laws to
effectively constrain the influence of money in politics. The implication is that electoral
competition becomes skewed in favour of wealthy candidates and political patrons, thereby
undermining equal political participation and democratic representation.

The study further revealed the persistence of godfatherism and elite dominance in party
affairs. The study found that presidents, governors, and other influential political actors
exercised considerable influence over party structures and candidate selection processes. This
illustrates the personalization of political institutions.

Despite the negative consequence of institutional weakness, the study equally found
evidence of increasing political consciousness among citizens. Electoral outcomes in states such
as Kwara, Bauchi, Adamawa, Ogun, and Imo demonstrated growing voter willingness to reject
imposed candidates and challenge entrenched political elites. This suggests that while party
institutions remain weak, electoral institutions have gradually improved since 2011,
contributing to increased public confidence in elections. The defeat of incumbent political actors
and their preferred candidates indicates that citizens are increasingly utilizing elections as
instruments of accountability. This finding highlights the positive role institutional reforms
within INEC have played in enhancing electoral competitiveness. It further justify the low
margin of victory recoded in the election.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that electoral competition in Nigeria's 2019 general
elections was shaped by an intricate interaction between weak party institutions and gradually
improving electoral institutions. While reforms in election administration have strengthened
competitiveness, the persistence of weak internal party structures continues to undermine
democratic consolidation.

Nigerian elections will continue to improve only if internal party mechanisms are
strengthened and institutionalized, otherwise, elections will continue to decline in value. In
conclusion, the paper recommends the following:

1. Political parties should institutionalize transparent and democratic procedures for
leadership recruitment, candidate selection, and conflict resolution. Party constitutions

and rules should be strictly enforced to reduce candidate imposition, factional disputes,
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and elite domination. This will be achieved through open and public disclosure of party
rules and guidelines regarding candidate nomination.

2. The Independent National Electoral Committee (INEC) should enforce existing laws
regulating campaign finance, nomination fees, delegate inducement, and vote-buying.
This will bring about greater transparency in party financing and reduce the influence
of money and promote a more level playing field for electoral competition.

3. To institutionalize effective party monitory, the study adopt the recommendation of the
Uwais Electoral Reform for the establishment of a specialized to monitor political
parties, enforce compliance with internal democratic standards, regulate party finances,
and sanction violations.

4. The idea of multi-party politics supports partisan democratic ethos. However, a two-
tier party recognition should be institutionalized. Before any party can participate at the
national elections, it most have secure certain level of support across its local level of
operation —secure at least a seat in the state legislature or control a local government
council. This will ensure that before national participation, parties would been

institutionalized at the local level.
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