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Abstract 

The advent of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic in 1999 intensified elite competition in Anambra State, characterised by 

godfatherism, intra-party imposition of candidates, electoral irregularities, and the recurring phenomenon of 

“stolen mandates.” These practices repeatedly disrupted gubernatorial tenures, undermined institutional stability, 

and posed serious challenges to democratic consolidation. This study examines how informal power networks, 

particularly godfatherism, interacted with formal political and judicial institutions to shape party politics and 

gubernatorial outcomes between 1999 and 2019, as well as the extent to which judicial activism and popular 

resistance constrained the most extreme forms of political brigandage. Employing a qualitative research 

methodology informed by David Easton’s Systems Analysis Theory, the study draws on oral interviews with key 

political actors, contemporary newspaper accounts, human rights reports, and judicial records. It examines the 

successive administrations of Chinwoke Mbadinuju, Chris Ngige, Peter Obi, and Willie Obiano. The findings 

demonstrate that while godfatherism and elite contestation generated persistent systemic stress, sustained judicial 

intervention and periodic popular resistance gradually limited the scope of informal power, contributing, albeit 

unevenly, to democratic consolidation. The study recommends strengthening judicial independence, 

institutionalising transparent intra-party primaries, enhancing the operational autonomy of electoral bodies, and 

promoting sustained civic engagement to further constrain informal power networks and deepen democratic 

consolidation in Anambra State and similar contexts within Nigeria’s federal democracy.  
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1. Introduction 

Party politics in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic has been persistently marked by the imposition of candidates, 

elite factionalism, and the subordination of formal democratic institutions to informal power brokers popularly 

referred to as “godfathers.” These features have undermined the principles of internal party democracy, electoral 

integrity, and accountable governance. Within this national context, Anambra State has emerged as a particularly 

instructive and concentrated laboratory for examining the interplay between personalised power networks and 

institutional constraints. The state’s political trajectory since 1999 offers a vivid illustration of how godfatherism, 

electoral malpractice, and judicial intervention have shaped the struggle for democratic consolidation at the sub-

national level. 

From the controversial People’s Democratic Party (PDP) gubernatorial primaries of 1998 that installed 

Chinwoke Mbadinuju as the party’s candidate, through the dramatic abduction of a sitting governor in 2003, the 

judicial nullification of an election in 2006, and successive cycles of intra-party conflict under the All Progressives 

Grand Alliance (APGA), Anambra’s political history has been defined by intense elite contestation and 

institutional stress. These episodes were not isolated aberrations; rather, they reflected deeper structural patterns 

of elite dominance, the monetisation of politics, and the fragility of formal rules in the face of informal power. 

Godfathers frequently sought to control the selection of candidates, the financing of campaigns, and, in some 

cases, the very tenure of elected governors, thereby converting public office into an instrument of private 

patronage and influence. 

This study reconstructs that history through a systematic chronological analysis of four successive 

gubernatorial administrations: Chinwoke Mbadinuju (PDP, 1999–2003), Chris Ngige (PDP, 2003–2006), Peter 

Obi (APGA, 2006–2014), and Willie Obiano (APGA, 2014–2019). Drawing upon oral testimonies from key 

political actors, contemporaneous newspaper and magazine reports, documentation by Human Rights Watch and 
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other civil society organisations, and landmark judicial decisions of the Election Petition Tribunals, the Court of 

Appeal, and the Supreme Court, the article examines how godfatherism and electoral irregularities repeatedly 

precipitated governance crises. At the same time, it demonstrates that sustained recourse to the courts, combined 

with intermittent civic mobilisation and popular resistance, gradually constrained the most egregious 

manifestations of political violence, tenure theft, and institutional capture. 

By tracing these dynamics across two decades, the Anambra experience contributes to broader theoretical 

and empirical debates on democratic consolidation in hybrid regimes. It illuminates the resilience of informal 

power networks while simultaneously highlighting the capacity of formal institutions particularly, an increasingly 

assertive judiciary to mediate elite conflicts and impose limits on arbitrary power. In this regard, the study 

underscores the complex and often uneven process through which democratic norms and institutional constraints 

take root in a post-authoritarian federal democracy characterised by strong personalistic politics. 

 

Theoretical Framework  

This study adopts David Easton’s Systems Analysis Theory as its primary analytical framework for 

examining party politics, godfatherism, and gubernatorial contestation in Anambra State between 1999 and 2019. 

Easton conceptualised the political system as “the authoritative allocation of values for a society” 1. He treated it 

as an open system that continuously interacts with its environment through a cycle of inputs, conversion, outputs, 

and feedback.  Inputs consist of demands (claims for authoritative decisions) and supports (actions and attitudes 

that sustain the system). These inputs are processed through the conversion mechanisms of the political system—

parties, electoral bodies, legislatures, executives, and other institutions—and emerge as outputs in the form of 

policies, decisions, and authoritative actions. Feedback, in the form of information about the consequences of 

outputs, returns to the system and shapes subsequent inputs, enabling adaptation or generating stress.2 

Overall, the theory provides a structured lens for understanding how informal power networks created 

stress within Anambra’s political system, how formal institutions struggled to convert competing demands into 

legitimate decisions, and how feedback processes particularly, judicial activism contributed, though unevenly, to 

limiting political brigandage and advancing democratic consolidation between 1999 and 2019. 

 

Conceptual Clarifications  

Godfatherism  

According to, Cheeseman, Bertrand, and Husaini in A Dictionary of African Politics, godfatherism, is a 

term used primarily in Nigeria to refer to wealthy and powerful figures who exert political influence behind the 

scenes while often remaining out of the limelight. Having earned their money through government contracts or 

access to the country’s oil wealth, will use their largesse to establish a network through which they can influence 

political developments determining not only who is nominated to contest elections but also who wins.3 

To Richard Joseph, godfatherism can only find a concrete expression in prebendalism and clientelism 

where public offices are treated as “prebends” (personal sources of revenue and patronage) that officeholders use 

to benefit themselves, their clients, and their support networks having powerful patrons (godfathers) control access 

to these prebends by determining who gains offices.4 

In other words, godfatherism in this study, is a hierarchical patron-client relationship in which a powerful, 

wealthy, or influential individual (the “godfather”) discovers, adopts, nominates, sponsors, or installs a less 

powerful politician or office-seeker (the “godson” or protégé) into elective or appointive positions in exchange 

for the godson's loyalty, political support, access to state resources, contracts, appointments, and other benefits 

that serve the godfather’s interests. 

 

Democratic Consolidation  

According to J. Linz and A. Stepan, democratic consolidation refers to the process by which democracy 

becomes “the only game in town", that is, when all significant political actors accept democratic institutions, 

norms, and procedures as the legitimate framework for political competition and conflict resolution.5 

S. Lee in his own explication, avers that, democratic consolidation is based on two conceptions of 

democracy. The first one is a minimalist conception, which emphasizes procedural or formal democracy; the other 

is a maximalist conception, which focuses on the outcomes of politics such as institutionalisation of political 

institutions, social justice, and economic equality.6 To S. Valenzuela, the building of a consolidated democracy 

involves, in part, an affirmation and strengthening of certain institutions such as the electoral system, revitalised 

or newly created parties, judicial independence, and respect for human rights, the rule of law, which have been 

created or recreated during the course of the transition. 7 

 In the Anambra case, the progressive (though partial) containment of tenure theft, abduction of sitting governors, 

and extreme political violence constitutes measurable, if fragile, movement toward consolidation. 

 

 

 



Nigerian Journal of Arts and Humanities (NJAH), Volume 6 Number 1, 2026 (ISSN: 2814-3760, E-ISSN: 2955-0343) 
Indexed in Google Scholar (Email: njahjournal@gmail.com) Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka, Nigeria 

 

169 
 

The Mbadinuju Administration and the Entrenchment of Godfatherism, 1999–2003 

The transition to civilian rule in Anambra began with the December 1998 local government elections, in 

which the PDP achieved a near-total sweep.8 The subsequent gubernatorial primaries, however, exposed deep 

fractures. A direct primary held on December 21, 1998 between Chinwoke Mbadinuju, Professor A.B.C. Nwosu,  

Mr Abel Akwanya and others, ended in controversy, with the duo of Mbadinuju and Nwosu claiming victory 

leading to the nullification of the result  by the national electoral appeal panel who in turn, ordered a fresh exercise 

on December 28 at Ikenga Hotel, Awka, under a different committee led by Alhaji Murtala Ashorobi, which 

declared Mbadinuju the winner.9 According to Joe Igbokwe, there was no primary election for the governorship 

post in Anambra State except the one won by Professor ABC Nwosu where over 500 million was spent to impose 

Mbadinuju who had no record of achievement for the people of the state and a sizeable part of the money, came 

from Emeka Offor whom Anambra State was handed over to by the PDP owing to his generous monetary 

contributions to the party from the money he made from late General Sani Abacha. 10 Corroborating this position, 

Emeka Udodeme, asserted that, the December 21, 1998 PDP primaries in the state, effectively introduced 

godfatherism in the state's fourth republic political journey as there was a daylight robbery of a mandate that was 

freely given.11 Nwosu, subsequently defected to the All People’s Party (APP), setting the stage for the 1999 general 

election.   

Mbadinuju won decisively (879,270 votes against Nwosu’s 141,326) in an election with 2,221,384 

number of registered voters.12 Yet within weeks of inauguration, conflict erupted with his principal sponsor, Sir 

Emeka Offor, over the distribution of political offices and patronage. The dispute paralysed the State House of 

Assembly, triggered impeachment threats, and produced a climate of unpaid salaries, prolonged strikes, and 

deteriorating infrastructure. The formation of the Anambra People’s Forum by Offor further mobilised public 

discontent. According to Odionu, the first challenge that dogged Mbadinuju's government was the disagreement 

between him and Emeka Offor within one month of his assuming office that led to the later, mobilising the then 

deputy governor, Emeka Chinedu and 20 out of 30 members of the Anambra State House of Assembly to 

commence impeachment proceedings against the governor.13 Accentuating the pointer to the sharp division that 

engulfed the House of Assembly, Vanguard reported that, the much expected inauguration of the Assembly ended 

in a fiasco as legislators from the two factions loyal to the governor and the deputy governor respectively, engaged 

themselves in a fight on the floor of the House. The 10 lawmakers who were in support of the governor's candidate 

for the speakership arrived the Assembly complex on Wednesday at 1:00am under heavy security protection and 

conducted an election at about 4:00am where Enemuo emerged as the speaker with the clerk of the House, Micah 

Oragudosi swearing him in immediately when the inauguration had been fixed by the Governor for 10:00am same 

day.14 

The most notorious episode of the administration was the September 2002 murder of Barnabas Igwe, 

chairman of the Onitsha branch of the Nigerian Bar Association (NBA), and his pregnant wife. 15 Human Rights 

Watch documented credible evidence of political motivation, including prior threats from senior state officials.16  

Uba Aham, gave a sordid account on how the murder took place and the dying confession of Barnabas Igwe who 

couldn't die on the spot like the pregnant wife. According to Uba, "they were on a visit to a family friend on the 

fateful day when assassins trailed and mindlessly hacked them down. The hoodlums dealt machete blows on the 

NBA chairman, shooting him three times. Blessing, his pregnant wife was given machete cuts on her waist almost 

severing it from the knee region, separating the upper torso from the lower one. The attack amongst other things, 

left a deep wide gap on her waist from her backside and apparently to ensure the couple did not survive it, the 

assailants ran their vehicles over them and fled. Even Blessing's cries that she was pregnant and that her unborn 

baby should be spared did not touch the stone hearts of the murderers as they went on with their murderous 

assignment. The dying Barnabas was said to have mentioned Ken Emeakayi, Mbadinuju's works commissioner 

as the leader of the gang that attacked him and his wife.17 

Although, Mbadinuju denied involvement terming it the handiwork of his opponents to destroy his image 

and reputation so as to ensure he doesn't get re-elected for a second term.18 The killing, attributed by many to the 

state-backed Bakassi Boys vigilante group, became emblematic of the administration’s descent into authoritarian 

methods. By 2003, Mbadinuju’s isolation within the PDP was complete; the party denied him a second-term ticket 

despite his reported victories in successive primaries, citing presidential and elite preferences for an alternative 

candidate.19 

 

The Ngige Interregnum: Abduction, Arson, and Judicial Reversal, 2003–2006 

The 2003 gubernatorial election produced another PDP victory, this time for Chris Ngige, under the 

sponsorship of a new godfather, Chris Uba. Campaign rhetoric was thin; the contest was widely perceived as 

predetermined. Ngige’s inauguration on May 29, 2003 was followed almost immediately by open conflict over 

appointments and access to state resources.  According to Fred Chukwuelobe, signs of cracks in the relationship 

between Ngige and his godfather emerged early in the administration and got people worried. Before the 

abduction, all the key appointments of the administration except the media team were made by the godfather from 

his security details to the principal secretary; the secretary to the state government, Ngige had no input. His 
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insistence in appointing most of his commissioners was the first major disagreement he had with his godfather 

after the May 29, 2003 inauguration.20 

             On July 10, 2003, Assistant Inspector-General of Police Raphael Ige led a contingent that forcibly 

removed Ngige from office on the basis of a forged resignation letter. The House of Assembly hastily endorsed 

the letter and prepared to swear in the deputy governor.21 In a more detailed narration of event, Ngige recounted 

that, warning signs emerged the previous night through cryptic telephone calls and the uneasy demeanour of close 

associates, including his deputy. On the morning of the incident, Assistant Inspector-General of Police Ralph Ige, 

accompanied by an armed Deputy Superintendent of Police, forcibly entered his office, disarmed his Aide-de-

Camp, and ordered him to cease official duties on instructions from higher authorities. The Clerk of the Anambra 

State House of Assembly, Aloysius Ikwuka, subsequently presented two documents: a letter of resignation and a 

purported House resolution accepting the resignation. He refused to sign. The officers then attempted to take him 

out of Awka, initially intending to convey him to his village under directives from Abuja. But, at his insistence, 

they agreed to take him to Lagos. And, during a stop at his hotel(Choice Hotel, Awka) to collect his personal 

effects, a confrontation ensued. His Special Assistant on Media, Fred Chukwuelobe, heard him saying he has not 

resigned yet hence, he proceeded to the Anambra Broadcasting Service and publicly counter-announced that the 

governor had not resigned. The intervention of the Traditional Ruler of Mbaukwu, Igwe Anugwu, who brandished 

a licensed pistol, temporarily deterred the officers who had wanted to scare him away and through him, he was 

able to contact former Vice-President Alex Ekwueme and the PDP National Secretary, Prince Vincent Ogbulafor 

who coincidentally, was with the Director General of the Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria(FRCN), Eddie 

Iroh, who immediately hooked up to their studio for a live broadcast asking him to narrate what was going on. 

And, on the directive of Vice-President Atiku Abubakar, Inspector-General of Police Tafa Balogun ordered his 

immediate return to office, thereby aborting the attempted abduction and forced resignation.22 Subsequent months 

witnessed the withdrawal of police protection, arson attacks on public buildings including the office of the 

governor, the state's radio and television buildings, the state's electoral commission building etc cetera in 

November 2004.23 And, sustained efforts by federal authorities to remove Ngige through judicial means.   

Parallel to these events, Peter Obi of the All Progressives Grand Alliance (APGA) pursued an election 

petition. On August 21, 2005 the election tribunal nullified Ngige’s victory; the Court of Appeal affirmed the 

decision on 15 March 2006. Obi was sworn in the following day.24 Ngige’s tenure thus ended not through popular 

recall or legislative impeachment but through judicial recovery of a stolen mandate. An outcome that temporarily 

elevated the judiciary as an arbiter of elite conflict and democratic consolidator. 

 

Peter Obi and the Assertion of Institutional Authority, 2006–2014 

Obi’s first months in office were marked by another constitutional crisis. An article recounts what it 

described as one of the most controversial political events in Anambra State's political history. According to the 

article, an impeachment move was initiated against Mr. Peter Obi who was the governor of Anambra State shortly 

after the visit by the then president Olusegun Obasanjo. During the two days visit which ended on October 14, 

2006, Obasanjo who was of the PDP reportedly told obi that he will not return to office as the governor in 2007 

and just two days later, on Monday October 16, a group of 15 lawmakers of the State House of Assembly 

temporarily sat in Asaba, Delta State where they began an impeachment proceedings against Mr. Peter Obi. The 

lawmakers accused Obi of committing 11 impeachable offences and among the allegations, Obi was said to have 

spent 43.2 million naira to repair the governor's office; 81 million to renovate the governor's lodge without proper 

approval; illegal purchase of 20 disposal vans; placing substantial state funds in fidelity bank where he previously 

served as chairman; illegal purchase of 40 buses; award of contracts without due process including 100 million 

naira to his campaign manager and 500 million to a business associate; purchasing locally made furniture for the 

government lodge; unilaterally dissolving the state's Universal Basic Education Board (ASUBEB) contrary to 

ASUBEB's law of 2005; saving over 75 billion of state funds without legislative approval etc al. Though, sources 

had alleged that the real issue were that, the House of Assembly members accused Obi of deliberately 

marginalising them; not carrying them along and writing a petition against them and Ngige.25 

 It is pertinent to note that, the impeachment proceedings was met with outrage and protests by civil 

society organisations who accused the House of victimisation and playing out a script written and handed over to 

them. Despite the protestations, the House of Assembly led by Right Honourable Mike Balonwu, insisted that the 

impeachment proceedings must go on and when the pressure became much on him, he relocated alongside some 

lawmakers to Grand Hotel, Asaba, Delta State citing security reasons, while lawmakers loyal to the governor 

remained in Awka and elected Honourable Ben Chucks Nwosu as their new speaker thereby creating a 

constitutional crisis as both factions laid claims to the leadership of the House.26 

The pro impeachment lawmakers led by Speaker Mike Balonwu directed the Chief Judge of the state, 

Chukwu Jideofor Okoli to set up a seven man panel to investigate the allegations as required by law and in the 

early hours of November 2nd, 2006 at about 5:00am, the lawmakers arrived Awka from Asaba and by 5:30am, 

they've carried out the impeachment. The announcement of the impeachment, took the nation by surprise because 

the assembly did not only fail to follow due process, but lacked the constitutional requirement of 2/3rd majority 
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to carry out the impeachment. Though, the pro impeachment lawmakers who carried out the impeachment behind 

closed doors, claimed to have done that with over 2/3rd majority (21 Honourable members) present. But, the anti-

impeachment lawmakers led by Ben Chucks Nwosu came out to debunk it accusing them of carrying out the 

nocturnal impeachment with only 12 members which fell short of the constitutional requirement of 20 members. 

According to him, if it is allowed to survive, it is goodbye to democracy as it is criminal and illegal because they 

did not meet the two-third requirement. 27 The Appeal Court later nullified the impeachment for want of due 

process and the required two-thirds majority, reinstating Obi in February 2007. 28 

The 2007 governorship election, held while Obi’s tenure-interpretation suit was pending. The electoral 

umpire, the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) returned Andy Uba of the PDP the winner of the 

election.28 Sixteen days after Uba’s inauguration, the Supreme Court ruled in "Peter Obi v. Independent National 

Electoral Commission and others" with case number (SC.123/2007) that Obi’s four-year term had commenced 

only upon his March 2006 inauguration.30 Uba was removed and Obi restored. This landmark decision established 

that gubernatorial tenure begins with the taking of the oath of office, thereby protecting recovered mandates from 

premature electoral interruption.   

Obi’s subsequent full term (to 2010) and second term (2010–2014) were characterised by relative 

administrative stability and the Anambra Integrated Development Strategy (ANIDS). Nonetheless, intra-party 

tensions with APGA National Chairman, Victor Umeh over conduct of local government elections, patronage, 

and succession planning persisted. Accusations of denominational bias in appointments and school handovers 

further complicated the political landscape. In the 2010 off-cycle election, Obi secured re-election against a 

fragmented opposition. His eventual choice of Willie Obiano as successor reflected a negotiated settlement aimed 

at zoning power to Anambra North while containing internal party fissures. 

 

The Obiano Years and the Persistence of Elite Contest, 2014–2019 

Obiano’s inauguration in March 2014 was swiftly followed by public disagreement with Obi over the 

quantum of funds and liabilities transferred. Mutual accusations of attempted godfatherism and financial 

mismanagement poisoned relations, and heightened political tension in the state. Mr. Obi predicated his political 

disagreement with Willie Obiano on lack of performance and for squandering the 75 billion Naira he left behind 

on frivolities as listed by his media aide, Valentine Obienyem.31 And, governor Willie Obiano came out publicly 

to state that his disagreement and political battle with Mr. Obi stemmed from an attempted return to godfatherism 

in the state. According to him, Obi demanded the sum of 7.5 billion Naira as funds spent in prosecuting his election 

but he refused to pay the money because it is not true as enough funds were raised for his campaigns by friends 

and associates which were never accounted for by Obi and that he also believes strongly that public funds should 

be used for public good and not to settle godfathers.32 culminating in Obi’s defection to the PDP in October 7, 

2014.33 

The 2017 governorship election was shaped by zoning calculations, the “right of first refusal” claimed 

by the incumbent, and the presence of numerous aggrieved aspirants from the APC and PDP primaries. Obiano 

won all 21 local government areas—an unprecedented margin—benefiting from incumbency, zoning solidarity, 

and the active sabotage of major-party candidates by disappointed aspirants. Post-election petitions were 

dismissed. Obiano’s second term, beginning in March 2018, unfolded against continued opposition mobilisation, 

particularly from Obi’s PDP faction, yet without the extreme physical confrontations that had marked earlier 

decades. 

 

Conclusion 

Between 1999 and 2019, Anambra State experienced successive cycles of godfather-driven candidate 

imposition, electoral malpractice, violent elite confrontation, and judicial intervention. The Mbadinuju and early 

Ngige years illustrated the capacity of informal power networks to capture formal institutions and generate 

governance failure. The subsequent judicial recovery of Obi’s mandate, the Supreme Court’s tenure ruling, and 

the relative containment of violence in later electoral contests demonstrate that formal institutions, particularly 

the judiciary, could impose meaningful constraints on informal power. 

Democratic consolidation in Anambra State remained incomplete, as godfatherism adapted rather than 

disappeared, intra-party democracy remained weak, and zoning continued to shape elite bargains. Nevertheless, 

the progressive narrowing of the space for tenure theft and the physical abduction of sitting governors represents 

a measurable, albeit fragile, advance. The Anambra experience therefore offers both a cautionary account of the 

dangers of personalised political power and empirical evidence that sustained institutional resistance can gradually 

reshape the rules of elite competition in Nigeria’s hybrid democracy. 
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Recommendations 

 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are advanced to constrain the 

influence of informal power networks and strengthen democratic consolidation in Anambra State and comparable 

contexts within Nigeria’s federal democracy: 

 

1. Judicial independence through adequate funding, security of tenure, protection from political 

interference, and timely enforcement of judgments, given the judiciary’s proven role as the most 

effective check on godfatherism and tenure theft. 

2. To institutionalise transparent intra-party primaries that are open, verifiable, and monitored by 

independent observers and INEC, supported by legal reforms that penalise candidate imposition. 

3. To enhance the operational autonomy of electoral bodies (especially INEC) through greater financial 

independence, improved technology, professionalisation of staff, and insulation from partisan pressure 

to reduce electoral irregularities and “stolen mandates.” 

4. To promote sustained civic engagement through civic education, support for independent media, and 

protection of civil society organisations that monitor elections and demand accountability. 
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