
“lf the course of democracy has been precarious, the concept of a nation 
has been even weaker” 

T H E u ” I  SHED STATE 
OF NIGERIA 

by C. S. Whitaker, Jr. 

Hailed at its birth in 1960 as democracy’s best hope in 
Africa, Nigeria succumbed to yet another military takeover 
on December 3 I ,  1983. Of particular anguish is the fact 
that the coup reverses the celebrated constitution of 1979, 
when Nigeria redeemed democracy from the ashes of vi- 
olent political breakdown, military intervention, assassi- 
nation, and civil war. Now events are bound to confirm 
the all too general impression that in Africa authoritarian 
rule is inevitable. 

Perhaps a more accurate reckoning on Nigeria’s twenty- 
four-year history, however, is that the nation is unable to 
live with democracy-r without it. To udderstand the 
dynamics of Nigerian politics, we need to unberstand why 
the new military government of General Muhammed Bu- 
hari, though meeting with popular approval for the mo- 
ment, is unlikely to offer the country a decisive resolution 
of its conflicts. The relation of Nigeria’s realities to the 
values and historic conditions associated with a democratic 
system is far too complicated to allow soldiers simply to 
command the country into a more fortunate destiny. And 
in Nigeria, as elsewhere, one must distinguish between 
democracy as an ideology and the quality of regime it is 
likely to produce under given conditions. It is also nec- 
essary to consider the concept of the state held by many 
Nigerians. 

CLEANING HOUSE 
As with Nigeria’s coup of 1966, the immediate justification 
for the latest military intervention rests primarily on an 
indictment of the elected government. Brought to power 
in 1979 after thirteen years of military government, Pres- 
ident Shehu Shagari’s administration was compromised 
from the very start by a clever and expedient-but self- 
serving and dubious-interpretation of a crucial provision 
of the new constitution governing presidential elections. 
Thus the moral tone of the Second Nigerian Republic was 
established. 

Basically, government operated on the principle that the 
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dealer most able to furnish the best cards to the greatest 
number of high-rollers would necessarily control the game. 
And underlying this disastrous notion was the even more 
corrosive view that a political machine thus devised was 
preferable to any alternative political forces that might align 
against it. To this extent it can be said that the government 
of the Second Nigerian Republic was contrived in arro- 
gance, intolerance, and fear. Nor should it now be forgotten 
that the previous military government supervised this tar- 
nished transition. 

The newly elected government promptly issued a 
preemptory deportation order against a staunch political 
rival on threadbare legal grounds and used military troops 
to quell a local insurrection brought on by its own inept 
handling of an agricultural resettlement scheme. There 
followed a succession of major public scandals and, in an. 
effort to quash evidence of official wrongdoing, even a 
resort to arson that destroyed important government build- 
ings and cost lives. 

Corruption became routine in the awarding of govem- 
ment contracts and in the regulation of the economy and 
official business in general. Indeed, most government de- 
cisions, including legislative bills and litigation, came to 
involve financial considerations-put plainly, bribes. In a 
government-managed economy the opportunities for brib- 
ery are endless, and in Nigeria they proliferated. Asked 
the remunerative value of an appointment as minister in 
the Shagari government, a Nigerian observer replied: “It’s 
priceless.” The full magnitude of such practices will prob- 
ably never be documented, though the present military 
government might try. Suffice it to say that in Nigeria the 
giving and taking of “considerations” has constituted an 
economy within an economy. 

The elections of 1983, which returned Shagari to power 
for a second four-year term, were marred by crude political 
manipulation of constitutional agencies and, finally, out- 
right tampering with the electoral machinery. Nor was the 
Shagari camp alone guilty of such activities, though the 
opposition naturally had fewer opportunities. While many 
Nigerians believe that not all these scurrilous acts were 
instigated or approved by the president, it nonetheless fol- 
lows that Shagari lent himself to the purposes of a rogue 
government-perhaps meaning to serve the higher ends of 
Nigerian unity and/or to preserve the strategic position of 
his own northern culture and society. 
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CRISIS MISMANAGEMENT 
By hapless circumstance, Shagari’s tenure coincided with 
a disastrous drop in world oil prices, a crippling squeeze 
on international credit, and the deterioration of Nigeria’s 
currency, the naira, together with its balance of trade. The 
attempt to comply with OPEC norms was yet another bur- 
den. Combined, these exigencies led to chronic disruption 
and degeneration of essential public services such as elec- 
tricity, water, and medical care-all already problematic- 
as well as to rampant inflation, sharply rising unemploy- 
ment, and a daunting increase in the cost and scarcity of 
food and other basic commodities that Nigeria was im- 
porting imprudently in the balmier days of the oil boom. 

By 198 I ,  Nigeria could no longer meet its outstanding 
commercial obligations. The administration of the primary 
and secondary school system was virtually in default, 
teachers often went unpaid, and scholarship students study- 
ing abroad were frequently left financially stranded. The 
nineteen state govemments of the Federal Republic were 
as guilty of fiscal irresponsibility as the national govem- 
ment, but Lagos controlled the economic summit and in 
many parts of the country had the least credibility. 

This behavior not only destroyed the government’s claim 
to legitimacy but undermined its ability to instill discipline 
even among its own civil servants, who often functioned 
as authorities unto themselves. For example. the police 
frequently operated bribe-traps on Nigerian mads, yet they 
were unable to cope effectively with an epidemic of in- 
creasirigly well-organized and violent crime. They also 
ventured into surveillance of the press, making some bi- 
zarre arrests of prominent journalists who openly scorned 
them, yet few if any Nigerians went to jail for official 
embezzlement, negligence, or fraud. 

The government’s belated attempts to introduce a pro- 
gram of austerity understandably faltered and earned little 
voluntary support, though it was unquestionably necessary 
to avoid economic collapse. When, during the last election 
campaign, supporters of Shagari and his National Party of 
Nigeria (NF”) demonstrated that even in the face of eco- 
nomic disaster they would employ any means to retain 
power, the Shagari government lost all credibility as a 
patriotic administration. Further, after the elections Shagari 
undermined his own call for reform by reappointing min- 
isters with the worst reputations for corruption and high- 
handedness. At a time when the steep economic decline 
was causing severe hardships, confidence in government 
was nonexistent. 

GNARLED ROOTS 
It might appear to the outsider that the Shagari government 
represented simply the cause and not the effect of demo- 
cratic failure in Nigeria, but Nigerians know better. It 
seems unfair to say that Nigerians have thus far got the 
governments they deserve, but it is not unfair to say that 
the instability and ineffectiveness of the national govem- 
ment derives partly from social tendencies that inhibit the 
emergence of decisive and legitimate national leadership. 
Apart from human venality, however serious, Nigerian 
leaders have made poor defenders of the national interest 
because Nigeria as an idea remains tenuous and deficient. 
If the course of democracy has been precarious, the concept 
of a state-in the sense of a moral relationship between 
society and some maximum authority-has been even 
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weaker. The desultory condition of the Nigerian state is 
an echo of the classic Hobbesian caveat: If the Leviathan 
is not morally disinterested, then issues of civic obligation 
and virtue do not arise. Neither democracy nor any other 
institutionalized system of order can be sustained in such 
a climate. The tragedy of Nigeria is that it is incorporated 
as a national unit in the absence of a commitment to a 
national good. 

The primary cause for this lack of commitment is the 
severely plural composition of Nigeria’s indigenous pop- 
ulation (approximately 80 million), a pluralism that in- 
volves not only ethnic, linguistic, and cultural cleavages 
between several groups of the size and character of nations, 
but also a religious diversity (primarily Muslim north, 
Christian south) fraught with the potential for violent con- 
flict. Despite the dreams of dedicated Nigerian nationalists, 
national institutions and identity today exercise less of a 
hold on popular sentiment than at any time since the na- 
tion’s founding. 

To appreciate the plight of democracy in both the First 
Nigerian Republic (1960-66) and the Second (1979-83), 
one must understand the Nigerians’ association of colo- 
nialism with democracy-as something done to them rather 
than at their behest. Democratic institutions were initially 
adopted in Nigeria partly as a means of placing pressure 
on the colonial power to grant independence-a way of 
hoisting the British on their own moral pretensions. The 
formal conversion from a British parliamentary framework 
to an American-style presidential system in 1979 was an 
experiment based upon concrete Nigerian experience, no- 
tably the tendency for the freewheeling competition of the 
parliamentary system to degenerate into political enmity. 
At their very worst, these impulses led to a bitter civil war 
(1967-70) that claimed a million Nigerian lives. 

The old constitution relied primarily on federalism and 
strong provisions for civil rights and liberties; the new 
constitution of 1979 added additional checks and balances, 
and it deliberately stipulated and restricted the permissible 
style and structure of political parties in order to place a 
premium on national organization. 

At the same time, Nigerians have generally insisted that 
the basic aspects of their traditional political institutions 
at the subnational level are in keeping with the essential 
tenets of democratic ideals and practice. Indeed, Nigerians 
as individuals are notably assertive, insistent on sometimes 
divergent standards of justice, intent on self-improvement, 
economically and socially resourceful, culturally and re- 
ligiously idealistic, and, perhaps above all, given to intense 
forms of political action. To this extent, Nigerian identi- 
fication with democracy is spontaneous and authentic. 

The norms and expectations on which the massive Ni- 
gerian subcultures diverge significantly are too involved 
to elaborate upon here. It is‘enough to say that these sub- 
national communities tend to judge each other by mutually 
exclusive criteria and that such antithetical cross-percep- 
tions have been reinforced by the apprehension that, given 
the chance, members of these local communities will act 
against the vital interests of other communities. For this 
reason, among others, democracy is attractive to most 
Nigerians and is even essential to them. 

But within this same context it also becomes clear why 
Nigerians are overwhelmingly cynical about any notion of 
the higher aims of government, democratic or otherwise. 



Succinctly, the interests of a comunity are a moral end; 
the national state is an amoral object- minimum, even 
suspect, device that is a necessary concession to the in- 
corporation of Nigeria as an entity. The Nigerian state 
serves as a financial conduit for sectional political forces. 

It follows from this that the resources of the state are 
popularly viewed as an appropriate source of exploitation 
for the greater good of local communities. When it comes 
to pursuing public objectives that transcend local com- 
mitments, state structures are a matter of indifference, if 
not contempt. Public officials are constantly importuned 
by citizens to bend the processes of the state to accom- 
modate their local commitments and identities. If an official 
gets carried away in the direction of personal excess, it is 
more a matter for community reaction than for state reform. 
The widely celebrated “Big Man” in Nigeria is often the 
one who takes from the state but shares his largesse with 
people of his own community. In this respect, the moral 
incapacity of the Nigerian state is endemic. 

These considerations prompted the formulation of spe- 
cial constitutional measures for the Second Republic, im- 
posing new strictures on the rules of political competition 
and also introducing a new focus of power-the office of 
the president-in the hope that a national political force 
might emerge. That the hope was dashed will be no less 
a worry for the new military rulers as they attempt to govern 
than it was when they intervened. History and this analysis 
suggest that neither charisma nor coercion will be adequate 
to transform the country of Nigeria into a nation. Never- 
theless, any authority, democratic or not, that actually 
succeeds in communicating the vital benefits of national 
incorporation and demonstrating them over a substantial 
period of time would certainly make a contribution toward 
that end. In this sense, Nigeria’s situation is historical 
rather than congenital. And in Nigeria, as elsewhere in 
Africa and other parts of the Third World, it is in this 
context that military figures-with their presumed con- 
nection to norms of self-sacrifice, structure, and transcen- 
dent values-excite high expectations. 

devaluation and the worsening of immediate hardship. 
One option is to reorient the Nigerian economy toward 

the private sector. Governments of the recent past, in- 
cluding the military regimes, have tended to hold Nigerian 
businessmen at arms length or to revile them as little more 
than smugglers, profiteers, and taxevaders. This treatment, 
deserved or not, is another by-product of the klondike 
atmosphere created by sudden oil wealth, the insatiable 
multinational demand for on-the-scene connections, and 
the general willingness to offer or accede to payoffs to 
facilitate business transactions. Thus, while the private 
sector is nearly as corrupt as the public domain, it never- 
theless must be enlisted in the cause of economic recovery: 
In Africa, as elsewhere, even a clean bureaucracy is in no 
position to produce wealth. In the final analysis, it will 
take a productive economic sector to free the Nigerian 
consumer from a price level of trade goods related less to 
the costs of production and distribution than to the cu- 
mulative impact of extortions and gratuities. That figure 
was recently estimated to have reached 30 per cent of the 
value of contracts and is considered responsible for a much 
higher percentage of inflation in the price of goods and 
commodities. 

In the last decade, migration to urban areas has far 
exceeded the cities’ capacity for employment or for pro- 
viding essential urban services. The government must either 
forcibly stem the tide, providing inducements to stay in 
the countryside, or help the private sector generate new 
employment opportunities. Each of these options can easily 
backfire, as could inaction. A policy to stimulate higher 
labor productivity entails a disciplined and fairly treated 
labor force, a development that has eluded every Nigerian 
government to date. 

When political outlets have been unavailable, the general 
strike has been the first refuge of the Nigerian worker. In 
such a circumstance, military regimes have found it par- 
ticularly hard to avoid a vicious cycle of social wrath and 
repression. Nigeria has been no exception. To overcome 
this tendency the government must develop a structure of 

CHALLENGES AHEAD 
The new government of General Buhari faces a number 
of problems of short-term crisis management and others 
with long-term structural implications. Nigeria is cumntly 
$20-$25 billion in debt and otherwise economically de- 
moralized. Within OPEC, Nigeria’s oil balances are likely 
to become worse before they get better. Pressure to remain 
within the organization will be strong, however, especially 
from civil servants who generally believe in the efficacy 
of administered solutions to economic problems. Under 
these circumstances, and even if oil prices rise, it will be 
some while before Nigeria recovers its reputation, as a 
country that pays its bills. The coup itself may further 
dampen investment. 

Other major economic impediments include Nigeria’s 
crushing rate of population growth, estimated at 3.0-3.5 
per cent, and the need to formulate an economic strategy 
in the absence of any operating plan, ideological blueprint, 
or consensus. The new leaders will also be weighing the 
pros and cons of obtaining a sizable IMF loan to permit 
rescheduling of Nigeria’s debt; though apparently neces- 
sary to the re-establishment of a healthy climate for foreign 
trade and investment, it would involve such measures as 
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representation that permits effective response to reasonable 
grievances, avoiding the deadly embrace of state control. 

The performance of the agricultural sector has become 
crucial. Unless it improves substantially, the foreign ex- 
change used to feed its people will increasingly reduce 
productive investment and Nigeria will forfeif any pros- 
pects for sustained development. Both the former military 
program Operation Feed the Nation and the Green Rev- 
olution of Shagari’s NPN were destroyed through political 
patronage and personal clientage. Working farmers were 
the least well situated to participate in the buying and 
selling of tvors. 

The success of the various World Bank schemes cur- 
rently operating in the country will depend finally upon 
effective transfer of responsibility from the present crop 
of foreign administrators and technologists to trained native 
Nigerians. Little time is available, given the existing three- 
year timetable; but extending the expatriates’ contracts 
would be expensive and politically objectionable. An al- 
ternative route-regeneration of the atrophied system of 
local government in the countryside-presents another di- 
lemma. Will reviving a role for traditional authorities exert 
a socially retrograde influence? On the other hand, can a 
regime weak in popular roots possibly forgo such a ready- 
made means of popular mobilization and compliance? Given 
the sharply different circumstances in the north and south, 
no general answer is acceptable. 

The obvious conclusion is that military authority is no 
more capable of resolving these managerial problems than 
is civilian rule. Much the same is true in the even more 
imponderable area of state-building. For example, the 
deepening impact on Nigeria of the latest cycle of Sahelian 
drought poses an immediate dilemma. A program of for- 
eign food aid may become an urgent need just as pressures 
are mounting internally for Nigeria to reassert something 
of the same independence in foreign relations that helped 
to bolster the domestic popularity of the previous Nigerian 
military regime. In this matter, humanitarian responsibility 
may be uncomfortably at variance with the cultivation of 
a political mystique. 

If the shortcomings of the civilian politicians have been 
transparent, the deeper vulnerabilities and proclivities of 
Nigerian society will not automatically dissolve in the face 
of armed authority. Rather, in the past the military has 
failed to solve the problems it may have intended to dis- 
place, while adding others such as the coup, countercoup, 
and counter-countercoup. It was two military governments, 
after all, that conducted the Nigerian civil war. 

As a northern Muslim, Buhari will be scrutinized for 
signs of seeking to perpetuate northern dominance-a test 
that Shagari never passed despite. having placed his gov- 
ernment in virmal receivership to a broad coalition of sec- 
tional interests within his party. A conservative on matters 
of ideology and social relations, Buhari is not likely to 
win the allegiance of the left-wing intellectuals who pre- 
dominate in the universities and who are no doubt repre- 
sented among the younger military officers of lower rank- 
those who present the most immediate threat. The very 
manner of Buhari’s emergence as head of state-selection 
by a nineteen-man military council-indicates a form of 
political process. There are also indications that the timing 
of the latest coup was preemptive, to forestall action by 
another faction. If, as experience shows, Nigeria’s ethnic 
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cleavages and conflicts are mirrored within the military, 
then an ability to satisfy the Nigerian military is actually 
inseparable from the demand to indulge the special interests 
of the powerful ethnic communities. 

ISLAM AND LEGITIMACY 
Though so far limited in number and influence, admirers 
of the Ayatollah Khomeini exist among northern Muslims 
and can be expected to grow more vocal and influential, 
especially were discontent to spread. Despite the impres- 
sion prevalent in southern Nigeria that Islam in the north 
is essentially an antisouthern force, Muslim politicians 
have themselves been vulnerable to the drive for Islamic 
reaffirmation, which is uncompromisingly hostile to the 
very national institutions through which most important 
Muslim leaders have come to prominence. Naturally, these 
politicians have been motivated and well situated to contain 
these alienated elements, even when it has required massive 
use of force. Such was the case in 1981, when Nigerian 
troops were used to wipe out the so-called Maitatsine sect 
in Kano. 

At first glance it might appear that challenges to the 
secular authority of the Nigerian state are more likely to 
be held in check by a military government. In fact, by 
removing the locus of authority from civilian communities, 
a military government may not have as much opportunity 
to counter these elements as the Muslim politicians. In- 
deed, a praetorian national ruler who stakes a claim to 
righteous leadership and, like Buhari, is a Muslim may be 
particularly susceptible to the call for a purer form of 
Islam--or for an Islamic state. It has been generally under- 
stood in Nigeria that such an appeal would be incompatible 
with the continuance of Nigeria as an entity. Thus, the 
real danger to Nigeria has never been an outbreak of jihad 
between north and south but support for those visions of 
separatism that have haunted the country from the begin- 
ning. Only time will tell whether prolonged military rule 
will blunt or sharpen the thrust of Islamic revivalism in 
Nigeria. 

The connection of this theme to anti-Westernism is note- 
worthy. In northern Nigeria, as in Iran, Islamic revivalism 
has gained as a means to fill the moral vacuum left by a 
weak secular state. Partly the reflection of a fervent tran- 
scendental spirit, it also flourishes as a reaction to the 
perceived complicity of Western governments and business 
enterprises in the corrupt practices of degenerate secular 
states. 

This time around it seems clear that the Nigerian military 
will be far less disposed to forsake power in the name of 
democratic norms as such and will be far more concerned 
with the ability of Nigeria simply to endure. As has hap- 
pened before, it may take the fear that the Nigerian political 
drama is about to be played out with bullets instead of 
rigged ballots to move the military out. 

The situation affords still another possibility: that Buhari 
or thesupreme Military Council will sponsor some kind 
of popular movement to imbue the Nigerians with a deeper 
sense of statehood, marshalling the necessary civilian arts 
of negotiation, reconciliation, and compromise. Other- 
wise, eventually there may be agonizing discussions to 
alter the terms of incorporation, perhaps to establish some 
form of confederation. In any event, to attempt to govern 
Nigeria is to undertake a formidable, creative task. 


