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GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS IN NIGERIA

As Nigeria goes, so goes the rest of sub-Saharan Africa.”
a common saying

The quote above reflects both the importance of Nigerian political and economic issues as well as the vulner-
ability of its political system. With its history of tradition-based kingdoms, colonialism, military dictator-
ships, and disappointing steps toward democracy, Nigeria faces daunting problems, and it is anyone’s guess
as to what its future holds. Its importance lies partly in the fact that it is Africa’s most populous state, with
about 140 million citizens, making it one of the largest countries in the world. Nigeria, like many of its
neighbors, is a study in contrasts. Its political traditions include strong democracy movements, coupled with
a susceptibility to totalitarian military rule. It has vast resources, including one of the largest oil deposits
in the world, but 60% of its people live in poverty, with a PPP per capita of about $1500 a year. Nigeria is
also a microcosm of worldwide religious tensions, with its population split almost evenly between Islam
and Christianity. Yet this division masks an even greater challenge to the nation state: the lack of a coherent
national identity that binds together the many ethnicities encompassed within its borders. Most recently, the
government’s legitimacy was rocked to its core by the flagrantly fraudulent national elections of 2007, which
observers declared to be even more flawed than previous elections.

Is it possible for Nigeria to somehow reconcile its tradition-based and colonial past with the present needs
of a modern nation? Will Nigeria’s fledgling democracy survive? Will its leaders successfully harness the
political muscle of the military and learn to better manage the country’s resources? Finally, is it possible for
the country to stay together, even though its people identify more with their individual ethnic groups than
with their nation of Nigeria? An examination of these questions, with answers that are far from certain, will
help us to understand the dynamics of these issues not only in Nigeria, but in lands far beyond.

THE SOURCES OF PUBLIC AUTHORITY AND POLITICAL POWER

Citizens of all countries have differing opinions about how political power should be distributed and how
the government should be structured. However, in Nigeria the differences run far deeper than in most other
countries. Even though it has been an independent nation since 1960, neither its leaders nor its citizens
agree on the basics of who should rule and how. This dilemma is known as the “national question” of how
the country should be governed, or even if Nigeria should remain as one nation. The issue is magnified by
regional disagreements and hostilities and by the tendency to solve problems by military force and authori-

tarian leaders, not by mutual agreement.

CONSTITUTIONALISM

Nigeria’s first constitution was written in 1914, but since then, eight more constitutions have been written,
with the last one introduced in 1999 and heavily amended since. Nigerian constitutions represent attempts to
establish a basic blueprint for the operation of the government, but none have lasted for any length of time.
As a result, constitutionalism, or the acceptance of a cohstitution as a guiding set of principles, has eluded
Nigeria. Military and civilian leaders alike have felt free to disobey and suspend constitutional principles, or
to toss out older constitutions for those more to their liking. Without constitutionalism, the “national ques-
tion™ has been much harder to answer.







