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CITIZENS, SOCIETY, AND THE STATE

The people of Nigeria have some huge challenges in establishing democratic ties with their government.
Democratization is always a difficult process because it assumes that citizens have both the time and means
to pay attention to political and societal issues. Even in advanced democracies, people often have problems
linking their everyday concerns with those of the government. Many societal characteristics of Nigeria make
democratization a challenge:

* Poverty — About 60% of all Nigerians live below the poverty line, with many people in absolute
poverty without the means to actually survive.

e Large gap between the rich and the poor — Like Mexico, the distribution of income in Nigeria is
very unequal (Gini index of .44), with a few people being very wealthy and most being very poor.
However, Nigeria’s economy shows fewer signs of growth, and so the outlook for closing the income
gap is much bleaker.

* Health issues — Like many other African nations, Nigeria has high rates of HIV/AIDS, with some
estimating that one of every 11 HIV/AIDS sufferers in the world lives in Nigeria. The toll that the
disease has taken on the African continent is incalculable, and the cost to the Nigerian economy, as
well as to society in general, is immeasurable. The government has generally made AIDS a second-
ary priority, leaving much of the challenge to a small group of underfunded nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs). The Obasanjo administration has provided medications through a small number
of clinics, but they reach only a few thousand people in a country where several million people are
estimated to be HIV positive.

e Literacy — Nigeria’s overall literacy rate is 68%, but there is a gap between the male literacy rate
at 75.7%; and the female rate of 60.6%. This is higher than for many other nations in Africa. but is
below the world average of 87% for men, and 77% for women.

CLEAVAGES

Nigeria has one of the most fragmented societies in the world, with important cleavages based on ethnicity,
religion, region, urban/rural differences, and social class. Nigeria is similar to Russia in that both have had
to contend with ethnic-based civil wars — Russia in the on-going conflict with Chechnya, and Nigeria with
the Biafran Civil War between 1967 and 1970. In both countries, the ethnic conflicts have undermined the
basic legitimacy of the government. The consequences of these cleavages for the Nigerian political system
have been grave because they have made any basic agreements about governance almost impossible.

¢ Ethnicity — Nigeria has between 250 and 400 separate ethnic groups with their own array of customs,
languages, and religions. The three largest groups — the Hausa-Fulani, Igbo, and Yoruba — have very
little in common, and generally cannot speak one another’s languages. They live separately in their
own enclaves, and virtually no contacts take place among the groups.
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COMPARATIVE LITERACY RATES

China (2000 census)
Males 95.1%
Females 86.5%
Iran (2002 est.)
Males 83.5%
Females 70.4%
Mexico (2004 est.)
Males 92.4%
Females 89.6%
Nigeria (2003 est.)
Males 75.7%
Females 60.6%
Russia (2002 census)
Males 99.7%
Females 99.2%

United Kingdom (2003 est.)
Males 99%
Females 99%

Source: (1A Factbook

Comparative Literacy Rates. The table above shows that Nigeria's literacy rates for both men and women are significantly lower than those for the other five
countries. China and Russia’s high rates reflect the emphasis that communist leaders put on literacy, as well as equality between the sexes. Nigeria's rates are not
only low, but they also show a large gap between male and female literacy rates, as do the rates for Iran. A related statistic for Nigeria is that each woman bears an
average of 4.91 children in her lifetime, which means that women’s educational opportunities are often cut short by having children at a young age and remaining
at home with their offspring,

e Religion — In China and the former Soviet Union, ethnic tensions are (were) managed by imposing
communism on the society so that some unifying ideology held the people together. Nigeria has
had no such ideology, but instead its political culture is made more complex by competing religions.
About half of all Nigerians are Muslim, 40% are Christian, and the remaining 10% affiliate with na-
tive religions. Ethnic tensions are exacerbated by religious differences among Muslims, Christians,
and those that practice native religions. International tensions between Muslims and Christians are
reflected in Nigeria, but their arguments are rooted in the preferential treatment that the British gave
to Christians. Disputes regarding the religious law of Islam, the sharia and its role in the nation’s
policymaking practices reflect the significance of religious cleavages.






