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Abstract :  L ike many contemporary Afr ican states, Niger ia i s  the design of  European 

imper ial i sm. Flora Shaw, a Bri t i sh journal ist ,  who later became the wife of co lonial 

governor  Freder ick Lugard suggested i ts very name –  after  the great Niger  R iver , the 

country's dominating physical feature –  in the 1890s.  Niger ia’s colonial history showed a 

measured effort on the part of the imper iali sts to fashion contentious tendencies in the 

nation.  The recent history of  Niger ia as a poli t ical  state encompassing 350 to 500 ethnic  

groups of  extensively  diverse cul tures and types of  pol i t ical  organizat ion, started from the 

completion of  the Br i ti sh subjugation in 1903 and the a malgamation of northern and 

southern Niger ia into the Colony and Protectorate of  Niger ia in 1914.  This revelat ion 

highl ights the measured colonisat ion of  the colonial  masters f rom the assault  of  Lagos in 

1852 to the amalgamation.  Pr ior to the emergence of  the name 'Niger ia' ,  the Bri t i sh had 

taken control  of  Lagos and the southern coast  through the Royal  Niger  Company which had 

jur isdict ion of the area around the r iver which was commonly denoted to as the 'Royal 

Niger  Company Terr i tor ies.  The terr i tory that  was to become Nigeria was made up of  varied 

c iv i l izat ions before the Bri t i sh.  A shared bel ief i s that  history presents the famous past  of 

a country which i s awash with extraordinary events and inc idents that  provide the nation  

i ts own socio-pol i t ical  along  with economic  character , of fer ing a remarkable indicat ion of 

i ts g lor ious past.  Niger ia’s history  in  this l ight,  signi f ies the remarkable events that  al tered 

and redef ined the several  phases o f  her  pol i t ical  history .  Meanwhi le, this paper  examined 

var ious theor ies attempting to explain the factors and forces driv ing Niger ian pol i t ics  and 

i ts governments using archival  cum analyt ical  methods .  The conclusion  of  this paper  i s  

that ,  each of the theoretical perspectives identi fied offers some degree of insight into the 

general patterns and dynamics of Niger ia’s pol i tical history;  but none could be suff ic ient 

or  exhaustive in relat ing the real i ties of  her  poli t ics and government from independence 

in 1960 t i l l  date.  
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1.  Introduction  

F i rst ly ,  the spread of I slam, largely  in the North but later in South -western Niger ia, started 

a mi l lennium ago.  The establ ishment of  the Sokoto Cal iphate in the j ihad (holy war)  of 

1804-8 led by Usman dan Fodio (1754 -1817)  brought most of the northern reg ion and 
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adjacent parts of Niger and Cameroon under  a single I slamic government.  Secondly, the 

slave trade, both across the Sahara Desert  and t he Atlantic  Ocean, had a deep impact on 

almost al l  parts of  Niger ia. The transatlantic  trade in speci f ic  was respo nsible for  the 

enforced migrat ion of perhaps 3.5 mi l l ion people between the 1650s and the 1860s.  In the 

North, across the Sahara for  a mil lennium, a steady stream of  slaves f lowed, which ended 

at  the start  of  the twentieth century.   

 

S lavery was prevalent within Nigeria.  The soc ial  impl icat ions of this are st i l l  evident today. 

There are more slaves than any other  modern country in the Sokoto Cal iphate, bar  the 

United States in 1860.  Along the West Afr ican coast,  slave trade was also wel l  establ ished.  

The abol i t ion of slave trade presented the Bri t i sh the just i f icat ion they wanted to intrude 

in the region. The advancement of  their  trading benef i ts was a signi f icant motive for 

intervening along with pressure from the Chr ist ian missionar ies in the area. The Houses of 

Par l iament in London in 1807, passed legislat ion prohibi t ing Bri t i sh c i t i zens from engaging 

in the slave trade.  St i l l ,  the restraint  was appl ied normal ly  to all  f lags and was projected 

to seal  off  al l  traf f ic  in  slaves coming out of  West Afr ican por ts.  This dr ive to el iminate the 

slave trade and subst i tute for  i t  trade in other  produce progressively  resulted in Br i t i sh 

involvement in the internal  affai rs of  the Niger ian area.   

 

Di rect  Bri t i sh intrusion started in Lagos in 1851 when mi l i tary might was  deployed to 

depose Kosoko , the reigning King, who had made no thoughtful  energy to stop the ongoing 

slave trade in the area.  The hope was that replacing Kosoko with Akintoye, would br ing an 

end to the slave trade, steady the region for  the expansion of  ' l eg i t imate'  trade for  the 

growth of  Br i t i sh interest .  A bombardment of Lagos was carr ied out with the endorsement 

of  the inf luential Lord Palmerston on the 26th of  December 1851, the Br i t i sh Foreign 

Secretary, which led to the banishment of  K ing Kosoko and his replacemeent by Aki toye. 

Aki toye and his successor , Dosunmu, regrettably, fai led to usher  the stabi l i ty  to the area 

that the Br i t i sh had hoped for  and, in 1861, Lag os was annexed a s a Br i t i sh colony under  

the direct  pol i t ical  control  of a Br i t i sh gover nor  through the Treaty of  Cession signed on 6  

August.  The colonizat ion of Nigeria had off icially  begun. The Ber lin Conference in 1845 

helped to reinforce the Bri t i sh resolve to colonize Niger ia.  

 

The annexation of  Lagos in 1861 did not happen as a surpr ise .  I t  was pre-planned by the 

Br i t i sh and i t  was the logical and inevi table consequences of  the Lagos bombardment in 

1851.  Onwubiko (1973)  noted that:  

The explanation usual ly  g iven by off icial  Br i t i sh sources for  the annexation is that  the slave 

trade was be ing revived under  K ing Dosumu and that the act ions had become indispensable 

to complete the suppression of  slave trade in order  to secure forever the free populat ion 

of  Lagos from the slave traders and kidnappers who oppressed them.  

 

This was of  course the  usual  Br i t i sh strategy of  clothing the economic  wolf with the dress 

of  the humanitarian lamb.  In the words of  Asiwaju, (1980: 430) ;  

However  relevant the slave trade argument, i ts signi ficance as a factor in the 

establ ishment of  European colonial  rule  must  be related to considerat ions of  Br i t i sh 

commercial interest  and the associated host i l i ty against  the African middlemen in the area.  

 

With the defeat and occupation of Lagos, the Br it i sh systematical ly  made inroads into the 

native Yoruba land.  The panic of  what happened in Lagos and as a result  of  the sequence 
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of  inter -tribal  warfare in Yoruba land in that per iod, the colonial  master  had i t easy 

accessing into the Yoruba land. They employed every essential  factor  including the 

L iberated Afr icans and Missionar ies to attain their  success.  As Asiwaju (1980)  noted, f rom 

1862 to  1893, v i r tual ly  every town of  the Yoruba  land up to I lor in had succumbed into the 

protectorate of  the Br i t i sh.  In the port  ci t ies of  the Bight  of  B iafra, the st imulation of  anti -

slavery and Br i t i sh trading interests was a v i tal  feature of  the Bri t i sh rhetor ic that  brought 

about colonizat ion.  Moreover , at  the Ber lin Conference in 1885, the European powers tr ied 

to resolve their confl icts of inter est  by designating areas of exploi tat ion in Afr ica. This 

gave r ise  to the creation of  the Oi l  R ivers Protectorate by the Br i t i sh after  the consul ,  

Hewett,  had navigated the whole coastal  region from Calabar  into the western delta 

compel ling  local  rulers,  through the inf luence of his off ice,  to sign treaties of  protect ion. 

In 1894 the terr i tory was re -designated the Niger  Coast  Protectorate and was extended to  

inc lude the region from Calabar  to Lagos Colony and Protectorate, comprising the 

hinter land, and no rthward up the Niger River as far  as Lokoja, the headquarters of  the 

Royal  Niger Company.  

 

Though agreements were signed with rulers as far  North as Sokoto by 1885, def ini te  Br i t i sh 

control  was l imited to the coastal  area and the close v ic ini ty  of Lokoja t i l l  1900.  The Royal 

Niger Company establ ished by Si r George Goldie, had access to the terri tory from Lokoja 

spreading along the Niger and Benue r ivers above their  conf luence, but i t  lacked effective 

control ,  even after  punit ive missions against  B ida and I l or in in 1897.  The pure resolved 

was to conquer the Sokoto Cal iphate, but for  that  purpose the Royal  Niger Company was 

not considered to be an adequate gadget of  imper iali sm.  Thus, on December  31, 1899, 

Br i tain dismissed the charter  of  the company, offer ing  compensation and retention of 

valued mineral  r ights.  According to Saad Abubakar  (1980: 449) :  

The real izat ion that the Royal  Niger  Company had fai led to keep away other  European 

r ivals f rom the Niger -Benue terr i tory led to the revocation of i ts charter  by the Br i t i sh 

Government in 1900.  Then a Protectorate was declared over the terr i tory claimed by the 

company and Captain Lugard was appointed i ts High Commissioner .  

In his six -year tenure as high commissioner , Lugard was busy with al ter ing the commercial 

range of  inf luence inher i ted from the Royal Niger  Company into a worthwhile  terr i torial 

div ision under  act ive Bri t i sh pol i t ical control .  His goal  was to overcome the entire region 

and to acquire recognit ion of the Br i t i sh protectorate by i ts nat ive rulers,  part icular ly the 

Fulani  emirs of  the Sokoto Cal iphate. Lugard's promotion systematically  quietened local 

resistance, deploying armed force when diplomatic  methods failed. Borno succumbed 

without a fight, but in 1903 Lugard's RWAFF mounted attacks on Kano and Sokoto.  By July 

27 1903, the colo ssal  cal iphate establ ished by U sman dan Fodio col lapsed.  The f inal  act  in 

sett ing the boundar ies of  the Br i t i sh Protectorates of  Northern and Southern Niger ia was 

the conquest  of  Sokot o.  With the effect ive di rect  seizur e and establ ishment of  Northern 

Protectorate of  Nigeria by the colonial  government, they decided to bring the two Regions 

into one umbrella.  On 1st  of January 1914, the Colony and Protectorate of Southern Niger ia 

and the Protectorate of Northern Niger ia we re amalgamated together and named Nigeria, 

a  name coined by Flora Shaw in 1900.  Nigeria accordingly  fel l  to Br i tain more as a product 

of  the “diplomacy of imperial i sm than a matter  of  choice for any of  the peoples that  were 

to be enclosed within this gr id that  came to be organized and administered as one 

terr i tor ial unit  cal led Niger ia”  (E leagu: 1988:9) .   

A process completed by Br i tain in 1914, imposed on and accepted by Niger ians. The 

amalgamation signal led Br i tain’s complete and effect ive control of what i s  now Nigeria.  
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This uni lateral  colonial  creation, “ the art i f icial  boundar ies of  the states which emerged 

upon the European imperial  expansion have sal ient impl ications for  pol i t ical  development 

in  these states”  (E laigwu, 1993:1) .  Enunciat ing further , I saw a E laigwu maintains that:  

These art i f ic ial  boundar ies created cul tural ly  diverse states a s they brought together  

strange ethno-cultural  groups into one pol i t ical  terr i tory.  The problems of  integrat ion 

ar ising from these have been amply demonstrated by communal instabi l i ty and 

secessionist  bid in the Sudan Rwanda, Burundi ,  Zai re, Ethiopia Zanz ibar , Uganda, Nigeria, 

the Chad and Angola (1) .  

 

Ever  since this merger , Brown (2013)  noted that the pol i ty  has been character ized by 

ethno-rel ig ious pol i tics which has being the bane to national  unity. In the Niger ian case 

study, the reconf igurat ion, formation of  poli t ical  part ies, distr ibution of human and 

mater ial resources and even cr ises (coups, c iv i l  war , and rel igious impasse)  are hinged on 

ethno-rel ig ious pol i t ics.  Thus,  providing Niger ia with a chequered history - with poli t ical 

transi t ions from c iv il ian to mi l i tary, mi li tary to mi l i tary, mil i tary to civ i l ian and c iv i l ian to 

c iv i l ian;  through a democratic ,  author i tar ian, a combination of  both or  an innovation  of  a 

process too unique to be descr ibed only in action by i ts proponents –  the poli t ical e li tes.  

Whi le  the wor ld celebrates the centenary anniversary (1914 -2014)  of  Afr ica’s most  

populous country, this country’s pol i t ical history i s being examined with pa rt icular interest  

on the pol i t ical system since the f i rst  republ ic.  

 

2.  Relevant Theories  to the  Study of  Nigerian Polit ics  

The state i s central to any analysis of pol i t ics in Niger ia. Indeed, there i s vi r tual ly no 

subject  that  one considers in Niger ia devoid  of stressing the role of  the state (Osaghae 

1988:298) .  This i s  because the state whi le i t leads, i t  a lso symbol ises the Niger ia soc iety. 

One central fact  to note from the beginning i s that  the Niger ian state, as noted previously,  

i s  an invention of coloni ali sm. I t i s  therefore not a wonder  that many theor ists of  Nigerian 

pol i t ics locate the problem of Nigerian poli t ical system to the sin of colonial  rule (Ekeh 

1975, 1985; Osaghae 1988) .  

 

Among the theor ies of  Niger ian pol i tics that has assisted in the appr eciat ion of Niger ia’s 

pol i t ical system, inc lude theory of two publ ics advanced by Peter Eke, Prebendal ism 

promoted by Richard Joseph and Gurnal  Myrdal ’s soft  state thesis.  Others have expressed 

Afr ica as a rentier , Patr imonial and Neo -patr imonial  state. Th ese theor ies are rel iable not 

only in the understanding of the state and i ts dilemmas in the African countr ies but also 

in providing signi f icant c lar if icat ions for the i l l s  ravaging Niger ian pol i t ical system.  In 

Colonial i sm and the two Publ ics in Afr ica:  A  theoretical  Statement” , P .P.  Ekeh contended 

that colonial i sm in Afr ica produced two publ ics reflect ing the West.   These two publ ics,  

pr ivate and publ ic ,  are only alike with the West conceptual ly  and ideal ly.  This i s  hinged on 

how they interpret  poli t ics. I t  i s  the understanding of  what the public i s  that  developed to 

the problems of pol i t ics in Niger ia.  Ekeh (1975, 1985)  contended that one of  the most 

sal ient ef fects of colonial i sm was the appearance of  two publ ic realms, the pr imordial and 

c iv ic publ ic realms which, connected inversely with the pr ivate realm in terms of  morali ty. 

Ekeh categor ised primordial  as pr ivate and associated c ivic  with colonial administrat ion 

which i s not pr ivate.  Even though these two are di f ferent, pol i t ic ians manoeuvre both in  

pr imordial  and civ ic publ ics.  
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The use of  colonial i sm by Ekeh in shaping of  Niger ian pol i t ic ians led him to descr ibe the 

two publ ics in terms of native sector and westernize sector.  The native became a 

pr imordial .  In  this one, moral i ty i s  extremely held.  The westernized became the c ivic  public 

where  moral i ty  i s  not extremely considered. It  was an amoral  public  realm in which 

cheating the system was considered a patr iot ic  duty ( I f idon 1996:102) .  As Ekeh noted , the 

pr imordial  public  has no economic  benef i t .  I t  i s  only  used to secure respect and secur i ty 

whi le  the c ivic  publ ic  i s  for  economic  attainment and one is not obl iged to g ive back.  Thus,  

moral i ty  i s  lowly regarded.  The result  i s  that  as the same actors operate in the two realms, 

the state apparatus i s employed to fatten the nest  of  the primordial  public ,  thereby making 

corruption, nepotism and ethnici ty  to mention a few the hal lmark of  the civ ic publ ic 

(Osaghae 1988: 303) .  In Ekeh’s example of  Niger ia, educated Niger ians are members of the 

two publ ics.  His submission is that  educated Niger ians use c ivic  public to earn f inancially 

in  such a way that they sat isfy  their communit ies.  This act ion helps them st imulate their 

pr imordial  publ ic.  Thus, i t  i s  val id to be corrupt in order  for  one to reinforce the pr imordial 

publ ic .  One thing, L ino (2015)  discovers interest ing i s Ekeh’s assessment of  the amount of  

work Niger ian pol i t icians put into the two publ ics.  They work hard to st imulate their 

pr imordial  public  and less on their  civ ic publ ic.  This loyal ty  to pr im ordial  publ ic i s  impeding 

Niger ian poli t ics.  

 

Most scholars are unl ikely  to contradict  R ichard Joseph ’s l inking of  the i l l s  of  the pol i t ical  

system and for  instance, the fall  of the Niger ian Second Republ ic  to the prebendal isat ion 

of  state power.  Joseph, i n what appear to be a re -character izat ion of Ekeh’s theory, holds 

that “The pol i t ics of  competi t ion over  al location of  resources, or  what in Niger ia i s cal led 

‘the national  cake’,  has i ts most gr im imports,  transforming the off ices of the state into 

prebends…” The theory of  prebendalism contend that state off ices are v iewed as prebends 

that can be appropr iated by off ice holders.  These indiv idual  use state resources to 

generate material  profi ts for  themselves, their const i tuents and ethnic  groups.  Indeed, 

prebendal ism has developed into the overr iding and def ining features of the Niger ian State 

and her  pol i t ics (Ugwuami  and Nwokedi ,  2015) .  Undeniably, the pol i t ical  and social 

behaviours that  have continued to di rect  Niger ian pol i ty  and pol i t ics from independe nce 

is the prebendal  inc l inat ions among the poli t ic ians (L inus, 2006; Mala , 2010)  Niger ians, 

fundamental ly as noted by Joseph, (1987)  v i re pol i t ical of f ices as prebends and thus str ive 

or  contest  for them for prebendal purposes.  In truth, most Niger ians th at compete to hold 

pol i t ical of f ice are not dr iven by true devotion to serve the nation, rather  are motivated 

by greed and uncontrol led impulse to loot in order  to boost  their  narrow sel f i sh interests. 

Ogundiya (2010)  val idates this a s he declares that  Nig er ia’s brand of  pol i t icking i s 

fundamental ly  a prebendal enterpr ise involved in, mostly,  for  the simple appropriat ion of 

national  resources.  Nigerians bel ieve intensely that  their  pol i t ical of f ices permit  them to 

unrestrained and unbr idled access to the fu nds of  the state with which they can loot not 

only to ful f i l  their material cravings but also to service the desi res or needs of their k in 

groups.  Joseph (1987)  submits that  prebendal ism is very much widely spread in Nigeria 

and looks to have become the es tabl ished poli t ical  cul ture.  Truly, as Egbo (2003)  notes too 

greed, pr imit ive acquisi t ion and unending propensi ty  to amass wealth have become a 

dominant aspect  of  the mental  process of  the average pol i tical  of fice holder  in Niger ia.  

In  the context  of prebendalism as i t seen in Nigeria, pol i t ical of f ice holders grant contracts 

for  white elephant projects and absolute disregard of  due process, approve furni ture and 

travel  al lowances for themselves,  purchase fantast ic  car ,  make huge returns to pol i t ical 

godfathers or  mentors f rom publ ic  purse, budget huge sums of  money on secur i ty  votes 
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for  which account i s not rendered, inflate contract  sums, employ and payroll  ghost 

workers, corrupt e lectoral processes, and procedure to guarantee v ictory at  pools,  diver t 

workers’ salar ies, sel l  government property fraudulently,  spend reasonable t ime 

consider ing motions and passing bi l l s presumably intended to enr ich their sel f i sh 

corporate benef i t  at  the expense of  the communal  interest  etc  (Ugwuani  and Nwokedi , 

2015) .  

 

Cl ientel i sm and prebendal ism may be mutually  reinforc ing. However , these conceptions 

have dist inct  meanings.  Cl ienteli sm descr ibes the nature of  indiv idual  and group 

relat ionships within the wider  soc ial  and polit ical  space, however , prebendal ism are 

fundamental ly  a function of the struggle for ,  and appropr iat ion of the offices of the state 

(Seteolu 2005) .  “Clientel i sm helps to comprehend the contr ivance of how class control 

val idates the skewed distr ibution of resources among social  groups and enr iches the  

prominence of the poli t ical e li te” (Seteolu 2005: 36) .  Thus, Niger ian pol i t ical cul ture i s 

based on c l ientel i sm and prebendal  pol i t ics which further improve our understanding of 

the pervasiveness of  pol i t ical  corruption.  The quest  of  pol i t ics i s  planned t o appropr iate 

the pol i t ical  space and resources among elements of  the pol i t ical  e l i te  (Post  and Vickers 

c i ted in Seteolu 2005:36) .  

 

Dur ing the 1998 –  1999 transi t ion, after  the passing of  General  Sani  Abacha in 1998, 

pol i t ical  entrepreneurs involv ing ex-mi l i tary off icers and their  civ i l ian business associates  

successful ly  snatched control  of  the Nigeria poli t ical  scene and have dominated i t  as an 

enterpr ise (Si las,  2013) .  Whi le  ret i red mi l i tary off icers have part ic ipated in Nigeria’s 

pol i t ics since the  second Republ ic  in  the 1980’s ,  the f i f teen (15)  years of  mi li tary tyranny 

f rom 1984 –  1999 reduced and ruined nearly  every independent sector  or inst i tut ion in 

Niger ia, including the trade unions, the ivory tower  and the pr ivate sector , precisely  the 

mi l i tary regimes led by General  Ibrahim Babangida (1985 –  1993) , Sani  Abacha (1993 –  

1998)  and Abdulsalami Abubakar  (1998 –  1999) .  These regimes were generally  observed as 

the most corrupt and autocrat ic in  al l  Niger ia’s mi l i tary history.  Under  these mi l i tary 

regimes, Niger ia, was regular ly labelled by scholars of  Afr ican pol i t ical  economy as a 

prebendal  or  patr imonial  state ( Joseph 1991:193 -200) .  Publ ic off ice and government 

patronage developed into the only game in town (Lewis 1996: 79 -103) .  Retir ing mi l i tary 

personnel  deployed the enormous fortune made from the proceeds of  grand corruption to 

bui lding and financing the pol i t ical l inks that formed the cores of numerous of the pol i t ical 

associat ions that pursued registrat ion as pol i t ical  part ies.  The 1999 elect oral  campaign 

which brought the administrat ion led by President Olusegun Obasanjo to power in May 

1999 wa s mostly  f inanced by the former  mi l i tary off icers cum pol i t ical  entrepreneurs. 

Using their  enormous f inancial  resources, they were able to instal l  ex -mil i tary off icers and 

their  c iv il ian business cronies in control  of  the largest  pol i t ical  part ies and in high federal 

and state publ ic  off ices (Si las,  2013) .  

 

The Niger ian state also has a patr imonial  and neo -patr imonial character .  Patr imonial i sm 

means that  the pecul iar i t ies between the public  and the pr ivate realms have become 

unclear  and power, which has become a key source of  wealth, has become personal ized. 

Patr imoniali sm was advanced by Max Weber  to def ine a system of  personal  rule  in which 

the ruler al lots offices and benefi ts to subordinates in return for loyal ty, support and 

services (Weber, 1968:1031) .  I t  i s  a  pol i t ical  syst em in which ‘e lected off icers’  of  the state  

use their off ices for personal benef i ts and those of  their supporters (Theobald, 198 2: 248) .  
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Within this context  of analysis,  the conduct of pol i t ical e l i te in Niger ia i s  connected to 

tradit ional  value system. The patriarchal nature of the Nigerian soc iety leads to 

personal izat ion of  poli t ical power, and leadership i s endur ing in the cont ext  of  sel f -

recrui ted ol igarchy (Seteolu 2005) .  According to Seteolu,  

These soc ial ly  imbibed values are replicated in the pol i t ical  terrain where contending 

coal i t ions accumulate resources to offset  side payments required to retain or  expand 

fol lowership i n the context  of power pol i t ics. The f ierce struggle in the publ ic space i s 

l inked to conf licts that  character ize leadership succession in tradit ional  poli t ical  systems 

and the attract ions of poli t ical control where party pol i t ics guarantee access to wealt h 

and economic power.  

Consequently,  the pol i t ical  el i te  employ soc ial  characterist ics such as ethnici ty  for 

parochial  motive. The ethnic uniqueness becomes a rally ing tool  to access poli t ical power, 

consol idate author i ty  and economic  supremacy (Dudley 1973 ; Osaghae 1995) .  Accordingly, 

i t  i s  possible  for  power  to be used for  personal  or  group aggrandizements.  In patr imonial 

soc iet ies, corruption seems to be intr insical ly  part  and parcel  of  the pol i t ical  cul ture.  I t  i s 

used to descr ibe patrons using state res ources in order to secure the loyal ty of  c l ients in 

the general  populat ion, and is indicat ive of  informal  patron -cl ient relat ionships that  can 

reach from the very high up in state structures down to indiv iduals in the lower levels ( l ike 

in the small  v i l lag es) .  

 

A related term to prebendalism is neo -patr imonial i sm.  I t  i s  a new form of  Patr imonial i sm 

and use to def ine and descr ibe state fai lures in Afr ica. The general  interests of  patron and 

the c l ient are served in neo -patr imonial i sm (Omotuyi ,  2016) .  The ele ctoral  democracy in 

Niger ia has further extended the range and dimension of  neo -patrimoniali sm. Access to 

pol i t ical  power  l ike every developing country , guarantees wealth and luxury in an 

environment of  utter  poverty.  Accordingly, f rom the start ,  e lect ions  were perceived by 

power  holders as excessively  essential  to permit  them to function correct ly  (Kew: 2010) . 

Pol i t ical power in a neo -patr imonial  system is not held on behal f  of the people in trust,  

but on behal f  of  the power merchants commonly in local as ‘God fathers in local par lance. 

Pol i t ical godfathers are a strategic  benef i t  and signi f icant in muster ing both f inancial 

resources and thuggery in aid of  their  c l ients (voted representatives)  for  winning 

elect ions.  I t i s  unsure to proclaim that neo -patrimonial network i s a  construct ion of the 

mi l i tary government or a modern pol i t ical  development.  Power  i s concentrated and 

personal ised in these regimes.  Leaders have wide discret ion over  v i r tually  al l  facets of  

publ ic  l i fe  inc luding democratic  e lections, whic h are ei ther  downright r igged or  whose 

results are determined by inducing the electorates.  Intermittently,  we can see changes in 

voting behaviour  and patterns, as we saw dur ing the 2015 presidential  e lection in Nigeria 

(Okeke, Nnamani and Johnpaul ,  2018) .  Thus, neo-patr imonial i sm, cl ientel i sm and 

prebendal ism create same signi ficance in any pol i t ical system where they flour ish. The 

personal  enti t lements of  rulers supersede the rule of  law and associat ions in Niger ia and 

this results to weak an d unstable ins t i tut ions .  In addit ion to other  idiosyncrasies of  

mi l i tary rule  there are excessive propensi t ies for  neo -patr imonial i sm, c l ientel i sm and 

prebendal ism to degenerate under  i t.   

 

Gurnal Myrdal soft  state thesis has also been used to understand Niger ia’s pol i t ical  system. 

In  Gurnal Myrdal ’s soft  state thesis,  propounded in the l ight  of the Asian experience, we 

come to gr ips with the paradox of the post -colonial  state and i ts predicaments, most 

especial ly  as i t  re lates to the chal lenge of  Nigeria’s pol i t ical  sys tem.  Myrdal  argued that 
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at  i ts base, softness refers to a condit ion in which c ivi l  soc iety i s  weakly developed and 

state inst i tut ions lack autonomy (Myrdal ,  1968)  and ‘the soft  state i s marked by 

corruption, racketeer ing, bribery, black market, arbi trar ine ss, and pol i t ical expediency in 

the enforcement of  laws, and the abuse of power’ (Wi l l iam, 2015) .  Goldthorpe (1996)  went 

further  to argue that ‘the soft  state and corruption were l inked in turn with an el i t i st 

conspiracy in which .. .  h igher off icials,  leg i slators . . .  acted together to hinder reforms, 

manipulate them in their  favours and obstruct  their  implementation’.  Soft  states are 

character ised by c i t izens who have a weak or a di f fuse sense of  national interest  and who 

do not have a commitment to publ ic service (Mbaku, 2010) .  Mbaku argues that corruption 

persists in ‘ soft  state s’ l ike Niger ia as a result  of  the ‘ inabi l i ty  or  fai lure to . . .  secure, 

ef f ic ient, professional  and “modern” bureaucracies with competent, well  - trained, honest  

and highly  ski l led c iv i l  servants’ (Mbaku, 2010) .  To this end, Kandeh submits that  ‘the  

fai lure of those who wield state power  i s a  failure to promote the development of their 

soc iet ies and art iculate a vision for  the future i s a  fai lure to optimise the rul ing c lass 

functiona l i ty  of their states … i t  i s  precisely  this narrow, immediate formative, 

preoccupation of the state bourgeoisie  that depr ives the soft  state of any real 

reproductive dominant class functional i ty’  (Kandeh, 1992) .  

 

A soft  state whether  democratic or undemocr atic i s  bedeviled  with the inabi l i ty to inst i tute 

reforms or  enforce soc ial  disc ipl ine (Ogundiya, 2009) .  Rather  than working towards 

construct ive change, the Niger ian state has shown that i t  i s  unable to ful f i l  the expectat ion 

attendant upon part ic ipat ion.  Performance has been severely reduced as the resource base 

of  the state has shrunk dramatical ly .  Because there are serious doubts about the  

effect iveness and eff ic iency of  the state power  apparatus, i t s abi l i ty  to control  production 

and exchange, i ts re la t ionship with the wor ld economy, and the concentrat ion of  power 

that i t  can actual ly  maintain, the state i s unable to command, in many instances, even a 

modicum of leg i t imacy (Sangmpam, 1993) .  The outcome of this decline in state capabi li t ies 

i s  the diseng agement of  c i t i zens from the state as they form autonomous groups and 

survival  mechanisms that compete with the state, inc luding suffer -manage (an array of 

act iv i t ies aimed to adapt to a declining standard of  l iv ing) ;  escape via exile ,  labour 

migrat ion, and brain drain;  paral lel  systems (such as the black market) ;  and sel f -en- 

c losure ( that i s,  moving back from export to subsistence crops and from urban to rural 

habitat ion)  (Chazan 1982, 3 -15; Azarya and Chazan 1987, 109 -29; Chazan and Rothchi ld 

1988) .  

 

In  many cases, Max Weber 's notion of  patr imonial i sm buttresses the l i terature on the soft  

state (Cal laghy 1984; Sandbrook 1985) .  The patr imonial  character  of  Babangida’s rule  has 

been the basis of  state decay. This decay has been character ized by the state's decl ining 

capaci ty  to rule or  to maintain the condit ions for  the operation of  i ts eroding productive 

infrastructures.  Three areas of  decline are speci fied: 1)  the increasing inabi l i ty  of  the state 

to relate national means to policy ends, as seen in the ine ff ic iency of publ ic 

administrat ion, secur i ty  forces, economic pol ic ies, and so forth;  2)  the shr inkage in 

credibi l i ty  expressed by "a loss of  belief  by the c i t izenry in the capaci ty  of the state to 

perform i ts accustomed functions";  and 3)  the decl ine in p robity, mani fest  in the 

systematizat ion of corruption. The response of  soc iety to the decl ine of the state's  

capabi l i t ies has been withdrawal  into survival act iv i t ies,  of  which paral le l markets are the 

most noticeable (Young and Turner  1985; Chazan and Rot hchi ld 1988) .  
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3.  Crit ique of  Theories  of  Niger ian Pol it ics  

Ekeh’s  Theory of Two publics  

Ekeh wrote about events that  occurred pr ior  to independence when the pr imordial  public 

st i l l  preserve strong moral standards, post -colo nial  Niger ia looks to have been tan gled in 

a gr im breakdown of values owing to soc ial and pol i t ical changes after  independence. As 

Olurode (2005)  argues:  “Social  change is part  of  human existence.  Where soc ial  change 

takes place slowly or on the fr inges of the soc iety, i t  may be unnoticed o r unproblematic 

but where i t i s rapid or occurs at the core, i t becomes noticeable. Every soc iety must admit 

soc ial  change as a fact  of l i fe ,  but where this i s destruct ive of establ ished social  pattern 

of  behaviour , the change process becomes a source of  c oncern…” (p.1).  

 

Fraz ier  (1957)  notes that since the “culture “contact”  with Europeans, a lot  has passed 

undetected about changes in Afr ican.  Niger ia’s pol i t ical  and social  background has 

exper ienced signi f icant changes from mi l i tary rule, state creation, c iv i l  service ref orms, 

local  government reforms, the decisive effect  of  money in pol i t ics and so on since Ekeh 

wrote the thesis more than 4 decades ago, have their  varying effects on erosion of  the 

value system.  Onoja has c laimed that an academic  paper  wr i tten in 1975 cann ot stay v al id 

in  al l  i ts c laims presently. For  Onuoha (2014) .  Ekeh’s binary –  the civ ic and the pr imordial 

publ ic -  has even shrunken under  the weight of  Niger ian capital i sm.  For  him, the moral 

f i rmness in the pr imordial publ ic has similar ly  endured the sam e fate as in c iv ic republic .   

 

Onuoha (2014)  noted that fundamental  changes have occurred in Niger ia since Ekeh wrote 

in 1975, which render his study no longer adequate in an attempt to engage in cr i tical 

discourse of  Afr ican studies, in  part icular  in analysing Nigerian soc iety.  The changes in 

Niger ia emerged from the fol lowing soc io -economic, pol i t ical  and histor ical processes:  

mi l i tary intervention in Niger ian poli t ics,  1966 – 1999; the Niger ian civ i l  war  1967 –  1970; 

and the exploi tat ion of  mineral oi l  in  large commercial  quanti ty  (oil  boom in Niger ia from 

1970 to present) .  The blend of these three cr i tical  agents has brought about equal i f not 

more important soc ial change in Niger ia than colonial i sm, prec isely since the end of the 

c iv i l  war  in 1970.   Th e 19767  Niger ian c iv i l  war  which ended in 1970 brought about major  

soc ial  change. In any history of soc iety, the moral  and decl ine result ing from any war  are 

as fol lows: internal migrat ion and displacements,  mass movement, anomie, soc ial mayhem, 

col lapse of  law and order , moral  decay, armed robbery, impunity by mi l i tary men, loss of  

breadwinners, famine and hunger , poverty and diseases, the creation of  widows and 

orphans, prost i tut ion and the conte sts of  de - mobi l i sed mi l i tary service men.  All  these 

erode the moral  fabr ic of  the soc iety.  

 

The mi li tary ruled Nigeria for 28 years (1966 –1979 and 1984–1999) .  The impact of  the 

abnormal i ty  of mil i tary rule  on Nigerian pol i t ics sapped the use of  “ two publ ics”  for  inquiry 

part icular ly  from 1975 when General  Yakubu Go won was ousted.  By 1975, the destruct ive 

impressions of  the mi li tary on the soc iety were unquestionably becoming manifest  (Panter -

Br ick 1978; Adekanye 1999) .  The mi l i tary had come to be marked by corruption, impunity, 

waste, contempt for rule of law and th e mil i tary even lacks the capaci ty to govern (Onuoha 

and Fadakinte , 2002) .  The damaging values of the mil i tary, particular ly the cul ture of 

lawlessness and impunity, started to inf i l trate the pr imordial  public  as well ,  fai r ly because 

of  the mil i tary’s auth or i tar ian rule.  The mi l i tary indulged i tsel f  in  tradit ional inst i tut ions,  

removing and instal l ing tradit ional rulers.  I t  made use of some sect ions of the pr imordial 

inst i tut ions against  ot hers;  a  system of  “div ide and rule”  pol i t ics in the local  communit ie s 
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in  several areas of  Niger ia.  Also, the mi li tary employed f inancial bai t and other patronages 

to support  certain indiv iduals against  others;  chunk of  these st imulated corruption and 

amoral i ty  in the primordial  public .  Besides, certain members of  tradit ion al  inst i tut ions 

went request ing for government appointments and other  benefi ts e i ther for themselves 

or  for  members of  their  fami l ies. This end result  i s  that  members of  the tradit ional 

inst i tut ions had to compromise in one form or another .  These also impa cted values of the 

pr imordial  publ ic  under the guardianship of  the tradit ional  inst i tut ions.   

 

Oi l  boom for  Nigeria just  after  the c iv il  war in 1970 improved excessively  the oi l  revenue 

accruing to her .  Government’s fai lure to manage the enormous resources  led to unique 

waste and corruption, and to a form of what Onuoha (2014)  labeled “oi l  psychology”  which 

swayed values, norms, and att i tudes, not only of  the rulers but also of the people. “Oi l  

psychology”  was l inked with prof l igacy, absurdity, pr imit ive ac cumulat ion and 

unparal le led corruption in al l  div isions of  government.  I t led to uncommon mishandl ing of 

government affai rs,  bloated government which consequently  brought about ineffic iency 

and ineffect iveness, and consequently  poverty in the midst  of  plen ty.  The fundamental 

corruption in the mishandl ing of  oi l  resources corroded values both at  the c ivi l  and 

pr imordial  publ ic ,  and so released social  and moral  decay.  A blend of the three soc io -

histor ical  events, mi li tary in pol i t ics,  Nigerian c ivi l  war and “ oil  boom,”  changed the 

Niger ian soc iety in a way that damaged both the pre -colonial  Niger ian (Afr ican) soc ial  and 

tradit ional  code, as wel l  as the colonial forced “c iv i l i s ing”  values selected from colonial 

law and order , poli t ical  responsibi l i ty  and other methods of  c iv ic  responsibi l i ty.   

 

Joseph’s  Prebendialism  

In  a notable cr i t ique of the concept of prebendal ism, Iwer iebor (1997: 70 -  71)  denounces 

Joseph ’s (1991)  v iewpoint, contending that i t  does not essential ly  vary from the 

establ ished Western approach es to the study of Afr ican (Niger ian) soc ial processes.  

Prebendal ism, in the fi rst  place, as a concept is  der ived from the sale  and purchase of 

off ices in feudal  Europe, and i t  i s,  thus, a hi stor ical ly  foreign conception whose appl icat ion 

to Afr ican (Niger ia) pol i t ics i s  an academic imposit ion.  Iwer iebor simi lar ly notes that the 

intel lectual ly and histor ical ly apt places to seek the exerc ise of  prebendal pol i t ics are the 

Western industr ial  successor  state s of  feudal  Europe.  Moreover , Iwer iebor  argues that 

there i s nothing exc lusively Afr ican or Niger ian about the struggle for  and use of  pol i tical 

of f ice for  the improvement of personal  and ethnic ,  business or mil i tary interests. 

Certainly,  what Joseph (1991)  defines as prebendal ism, and seeks to descr ibe as u niquely 

Niger ian and Afr ican, i s  l ikewise a custom in American pol i t ics as American poli t ic ians use 

their  posi t ions to promote their  own interests and those of  their  distr icts,  c l ients and 

sponsors.  

 

Patr imonial ism  

Patr imoniali sm have been respectively and  relentlessly  condemned by scholars and 

analysts al ike because of  i ts harmful impact on good governance but not many have tried 

a causal  examination into the phenomenon and the inf luences nourishing i t  regardless of  

i ts sinking effect  on peace, pol i t ical  s ecur i ty  and the development of  the nation (Olaiya, 

2015) .  The researches that have been done, speci f ically  on the occurrence in Oyo -State 

( Ibadan)  and Anambra States, have paid substantial  attention to the pr inc ipal  figures 

involved and the inf luence on th e soc iety without equal  considerat ion to the var iables that  

sustain i t .  Though the quest ions that const i tute bothers for consol idat ion are many, the 
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subjects of  godfather ism, v iolence and pol i t ical  insecur i ty  have been obvious in the 

Niger ian state since t he beginning of  the Fourth Republ ic ,  (Omobowale and Olutayo, 2007)  

part icular ly in Ibadan, the soc io -economic and pol i t ical centre of Oyo state. Therefore, the 

need to attempt a conceptual  c lar i f icat ion for  the concept as pract iced by late Chief  Lamidi 

Adedibu, the acc laimed godfather of  Oyo -State pol i t ics (Simbine, 2004) .  

 

Neo-patr imonialism  

The appl icat ion of  the theory of  neo -patr imoniali sm in Niger ian affai rs has been cr i t ic ised 

for  i ts cycle  of doom embedded in the theoretical  perpetuation of  the Niger ia and by 

extension, Afr ica, in  eternal  servi tude (Olukoshi ,  2005) .  

The theory adopts a unil inear logic that  compares the actual functioning of Nigerian state 

with a western-style  rat ional - legal  state, e i ther  in the form of  i ts Weber ian ideal -type or 

European experience. The neo -patr imonial  approach views the Weber ian ideal type, in 

which individuals access the public  sector  on the basis of  mer i tocracy and 

impersonal isat ion and there i s a c lear dividing l ine between publ ic and pr ivate spheres, as 

the only possible  intel lectual  basis for  a state.  In  doing so, i t  denies the op portunity  to re -

examine the Niger ian state forms from any other  perspective than that provided by 

mainstream development discourse.  Further , much l i terature concludes that, because 

many Niger ian state does not conform to this ideal type or  to the legal f rameworks 

bequeathed to them by colonial i sm, i t  must be def ic ient.  

The notion that Niger ian (Afr ican) cul ture and pre -colonial  history are dominant inf luences 

over  contemporary behaviour ha s also led to the cr i t ic ism of the neo -patr imonial theory. 

The contemporary Niger ian state i s not largely condit ioned by pre -colonial experience. 

The colonial  per iod and process of  decolonisat ion were cr i tical  ruptures in the history of  

the Niger ian state and have condit ioned her  contemporary character .  These processes 

created a path dependence that has seen patterns that emerged dur ing colonial i sm endure 

and intensi fy  in the independence era.  Other  post -colonial  phenomena, notably the oi l  

boom, structural  adjustment and mi l i tary rule, have further  contr ibuted to contemporary.  

Furthermore, the neo -patrimonial paradigm fai ls to understand the importance of  local 

moral i ty  because of  i ts attention on the pol i t ical system rather  than the actors who make 

up the system. At the core of the engagements of  Nigerians in relat ion to their state i s 

moral i ty. The awareness these act ions, necessi tates analysis of  the ethical  dec isions 

sustaining them.  These choices are based o n a number  of  concerns:  whether  the 

perpetrator  i s  an ‘typical ’ member of soc iety try ing to eke a l iv ing or f rom the el i te; 

whether  the indiv idual  i s  looking to assist  a member  of  their  community, k in or  other 

network or i s  looking for financial gain;  l inked to the previous dichotomy, whether  the 

proceeds of  the corruption are div ided with the community or  cl ient  group or  kept for 

onesel f ;  and f inal ly ,  whether the person stands to prof i t  or lost  out f rom the action.  

 

Soft  State Theory  

The “soft  state theory” i s not without cri t ics. For  example, the theory fai l s to embrace a 

detai led compar ison between Niger ia (Afr ica) and other  third wor ld states as a major 

weakness (Sangmpam, 1993) .  The theory focuses  on the decl ine or  softness of  the state in 

Niger ia, and that Niger ia shares most of  i ts soc io -economic features with other  Third World 

countr ies that  are not character ized by the softness of  their  states, and concludes that  

the theoretical i ssue of the state i s the under ly ing pi tfal l  of the soft  state paradigm 

(Sangmpam, 1993) .  In his cr i t ici sm of the “ soft  state” , Fatton (1989)  points out that  the 

thesis i s  mistaken because i t  refutes the real i ty  of  an author i tar ian, interventionist ,  and 
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c lass-based st ate.  Fatton (1992)  also insist s tha t  the state i s never  soft;  i t  i s  a lways an 

organ of  dominance; to ch aracterise the state as being soft  i s  to miss c lass relat ionships 

and c lass struggles. Besides, other scholars have also opined that the challenge inherent 

in Niger ia pol i t ical  system has moved from prebendal ism to predation in which off ice 

holders and pub l ic off ic ials try to repay their supporters, fami ly members, cronies and 

ethnic  group members with sums of  money, contracts and jobs (Lewis, 1996) .  

 

4.  Conclusion  

In  essence, this paper  adop t ed an ec lect ic  f ramework.  I t  integrates insightful  explanations 

of  the impacts of  the colonial  beginning of Niger ia, leadership failure across the c iv i l -

mi l i tary pol i t ical  cyc les, the pol i t ic i sat ion of  ethnic i ty,  the exploi tat ion of the dark sides 

of  governm ental  powers by people entrusted with the performance of the simple functions 

of  government and f ickle  fol lowership.  The paper  also centres on the inf luence of  certain 

cul tural  components, chief ly  in the tradit ional  patr imonial  system and on the manipulat i on 

of  the cul ture of  gi f t  g iv ing among vir tual ly  al l  ethnic  and tr ibal groups in Niger ia.  This 

f ramework also stresses the innate r i sks in the possible  tr iv ial i sat ion of ‘amala’ pol i t ics or 

pol i t ics of  the belly  or  poli t ics of  stomach infrastructure.  There  prominent deceased 

Niger ians are famous for this.  Alhaj i  Lamidi Adedibu and Dr Abubakar  Olusola Saraki are 

bel ieved to have used the bat of feeding their supporters to win votes. Oyo state was 

where Adedibu held sway and he was denoted as the strongman of  Ibadan pol i t ics and 

advocate of  ‘Amala’ poli t ics. Saraki  was the strongman of Kwara pol i tics.  These two 

comrades were kingmakers in their  own rights.  They played signi f icant roles in the 

emergence of governors and other pol i t ical  of f ice holders in Oyo and  Kwara states 

respectively.  Their  conduct of  feeding the hungry, enabled them to buy unf l inching 

al legiance and use their  influence to win elect ions for  their  disc iples.  Fol lowing Adedibu’s 

death in 2008, many people wept and groaned for  many days which in  the est imation of 

Agosu, (2014)  was not due to the love they had for him but because free food would no 

longer  be avai lable for  them after  his death.  Also, several  people have lost  their  l ives whi le 

many others suffered injur ies two di f ferent t imes at  lat e Saraki ’s home in Kwara State, in  

a stampede that fol lowed when they attempted to col lect their port ion of f ree food g iven 

out dur ing Salah celebrat ions.  Former  Nigeria’s mi l i tary ruler ,  Ibrahim Babangida, 

understood this awareness of  stomach infrastructu re remarkably. He is famed for his 

generosi ty  and people ski l l s  qual i t ies which kept him signi ficant in Niger ia’s power  play. 

The electorates perceive stomach infrastructure not essential ly as an act  of help or food 

secur i ty  as asserted by the candidates a s the only mode they can get a share of  national 

cake and make contenders squeeze out perks and rewards i f they need to win elect ions.   

 

Many Niger ians maintain that there i s nothing immoral  with i t ,  as in the eye of  the 

const i tut ion, i t  i s  not a cr ime.  In the 2014 Eki t i  state governorship elect ion, ex -Governor 

Ayodele Fayose was elected to the off ice he f irst  occupied in 2003.  Fayose seemed to  

revi tal i se and embrace the popul ist  agenda of  the late Adegoke Adelabu and Lamidi 

Adedibu, both indigenes of  Ibada n, Oyo State. Whi le  the pol i te personal qual i t ies of the 

then incumbent, Kayode Fayemi, and the better -than-average performance of  his 

administrat ion in respect of  road and the physical  infrastructural development in addit ion 

to some social  secur i ty  servic es were v iewed as adequate for  his re -elect ion in some 

quarters, numerous other  dynamics possibly  accounted for  his loss.  Some of  these were 

the stated unreachabi l i ty  of  Fayemi  to a big  sect ion of  the downtrodden people, and his  

cat-and-mouse relat ionship with the State’s Workers’ Union and a few other  important 
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soc io-pol i t ical  groups.  Clear ly,  this was an influence in favour  of  Ayo Fayose, whose  

popul ist  plan fundamental ly  accommodated the direct  needs and desi res of  local  art isans, 

dr ivers, labourers and other c lasses of  transporters, as wel l  as publ ic servants in the lower 

cadre.  Al l  these groups formed the major i ty  of  the voters in a rural  state of  Eki t i .  To Adindu 

(2014) , the phi losophy of  Eki t i  people i s that  Fayemi  improved physical infrastructure at 

the disadvantage of stomach infrastructure. He was assured that he accomplished and 

del ivered his promises of  providing div idends of  democracy. However , the people di f fered 

because they could appreciate the huge infrastructure when their  stomachs were wr i t hing 

with hunger  pangs. I t i s  about appreciat ing the bottom -top, gradual  methodologies in 

developmental  progresses.  Such poli t ics were promoted in Eki t i  State in the 2014 

gubernator ial  elect ion, and seem to have enjoyed extensive acceptabil i ty  within a yea r . 

Adedayo (2015) , advances that this k ind of pol i tics i s termed in some quarters as je june, 

un- intel lectual and basic . Given voting pattern in the 2014 gubernator ial  elect ions, the 

Eki t i  people appear  to state i t  i s  what they desi re.  

 

Near ly  al l  the elect ions that have been organised in the country, regardless of  the level ,  

were won and lost  due to stomach infrastructure.  For example,  the general ly celebrated 

presidential  e lect ion success of  Moshood Abiol a of  the Social  Democratic  Party in 1993 

was won thr ough stomach infrastructure.  M.K.O Abiola gained the love of Niger ians and 

massively  harvest  their  votes, not becau se of  th e pol ic ies he pledged to ini t iate and put 

in place when elected into off ice, but because of his large -heartedness which charmed the 

masses.  The people needed i t  since he was once in l ike them. Abiola went around the 

nation campaigning and distr ibuting bags of  branded r ice and other foods to cheer 

Niger ians (Abegunr in, 2006) .  Niger ians were enthral led by his seemingly bottomless 

pockets that  he wa s ever  keen to l iberal ly  dish out the goodies that  streamed to the 

longsuffer ing and economical ly  depr ived plebeians (George, 2014) .  

Another  framework that could also be used to explain the nature of Nigeria’s pol i t ical 

system is state captured.  State captured could best  explain the continue importance of 

James Ibor i ,  the former  governor of  Delta State, in  spi te of  his convict ion for  corruptly 

enr iching himsel f  whi le  serving as governor  of  the state.  Ibor i ,  who ruled the state from 

May 29, 1999 to  May 29, 2007, i s  seen a s the pol i t ical  godfather  of  the state.  As such, 

whatever  he says, pol i t ic ians in the state have never  turned down his advice.  For al l  the 

days he was in jai l ,  he was the one actual ly  making certain pol i t ical  decisions for  the state  

and his decisions have never  been rebuffed.  That he has vowed to remain in pol i t ics unti l 

he dies as conveyed in the interview with Reuters correspondent, attests to the fact  that 

lbor i  might have been knocked down by vi r tue of  his long pr ison sojourn, bu t he i s not out, 

because his spir i t  i s  not broken or  his enthusiasm for  pol i t ics dampened.  In fact,  as a 

demonstrat ion of  their sol idar i ty  towards lbor i ,  his leg ion of supporters nationwide, who 

bel ieve that lbori  i s  a  vict im of  pol i tical  machinations, reg ard the per iod he spent in the 

penitentiary as a learning exper ience in the universi ty  of  l ife .  

 

The excessive central i sat ion of  power, auth or i tar ianism, and the pervasiveness of  

patronage and rent -seeking cul tures have developed a pol i t ical  or  rul ing class.  Oi l 

resources have g iven this c lass the incentive to control  the state apparatus (and thus the 

income), and the means to retain control of the state. The main benef iciar ies, and thus 

the main const i tuent components of the oi l -r ich el i te, are the “bi g men”  ( the inner  ci rc le 

of  the rul ing el i te) ,  the mi l i tary and state governors (Amundsen, 2012 ) .  I t  i s  true that 

pol i t ics i s  primari ly  about being in the posi t ion to inf luence the state's answers to resource 
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a l locat ion quest ions.  As governor  of  Delta Stat e, Ibor i  used the state agencies as personal  

businesse s that did not even have to deal with the market system and turn a prof i t ,  while 

creating mil l ionaires and bil l ionaires.  Again, the promulgated of Niger ia’s Land Use Act 

1978, as a decree by the then mi l i tary government i s st i l l  in  use today.  The Act  vests every 

land in al l  Niger ian states in the Governor  of  that  state.  Niger ia handed over  control  of 

this most signi f icant economic  resource through the instrument of the Land Use Act to 

anybody that could attain the off ice of governor of  a state. The inf luences of the governor 

over  land are pract ically  unrestr icted. Any exchange of  land among ci t i zens can only be 

completed with the approval  of the Governor.  A Governor  allocate land to himsel f  or  his 

fami ly members and close business associates as there are no c lear rules against  that. 

Corruption is punishable but abuse of  power  i s not (Abah, 2019) .   

Thus , state capture in this sense i s very physical  in  nature.  For  anyone that i s  able to attain  

the posi t ion of  a Governor , i t af fords access to di rect af f luence and control over the 

f inancial l ives of every c i t i zen.  The mi l i tary basical ly  subjugated property r ights over  land 

to the barrel of the gun with the Land Use Act. G iven the nature of land, any disposi t ion  

of  ownership br ings economic  gain to the land owner. In turn, economic power offers 

access to pol i t ical owner (Abah, 2019) .  The appropr iat ion of wealth that fol lows from this 

control  over landed property can be preserved for  generations, part icular ly  when  the legal 

system is ineffectual and the judic iary i s inadequately  independent to restrain state 

predation (Besley, 2006) .  

 

I t  i s  therefore not a surpr ise that al l  pol i t ic ians who have emerged in almost al l  the major 

posi t ions, had consulted him even in ja i l  and his decisions have always prevai led on the 

part ies concerned in the race.  The major  pol it ical  players have always bowed to his 

decisions.  Hence, he i s a  demigod to the poli t icians and those at  the corr idor  of  power. 

From the emergence of former gove rnor Emmanuel  Uduaghan to the present governor 

I feanyi Okowa, Ibori  has been at  the centre of decision making. In the run up to the 2015 

general  elect ions, almost al l  the governorship contestant s paid v isi t  to Ibori  while  he was 

in London pr ison. Their v is i t was to seek his poli t ical  blessings with the bel ief that anybody 

he anointed would eventual ly be accepted as governor  by the power players.  State capture 

theory can also be used to explain the continuous inf luence of  B ola Ahmed Tinubu, who 

was the Gover nor  of Lagos State, Nigeria’s r ichest  state in GDP terms, f rom 1999 to 2007.  

Since he left  off ice, Tinubu has turn out to the sole kingmaker in Lagos, with the apparent 

exclusive power  to def ine who becomes Governor  and who doesn’t ,  representatives of  

Lagos State in the National  Assembly and who is appointed into publ ic  office in Lagos State, 

as wel l  as the Governor ’s cabinet (Abah , 2019) .  He simi lar ly  rel i shes the complete loyal ty 

of  the State House of  Assembly, g iven that he handpicked every member of  the house, 

which grants him the author i ty  to simpl i fy  the impeachment of  any Lagos Governor  if  and 

when he desi res to.   

Tinubu once stated that he was personal ly richer  than a neighbour ing state of 3.4 mil l ion 

people with a GDP of  $7.28 bi l l ion. Using his tot al  power  over  Lagos pol i t ics and his 

stunning wealth, Tinubu has kept succeeding Lagos Governors on a very t ight  restraint. He 

was even tough enough to decide that the then incumbent Governor  of Lagos State, 

Akinwunmi  Ambode, would not seek a second t erm i n office in 2019, on the ground that  

he “departed from the masterplan”  that he, Tinubu, created for the state.  The ini t ial 

resistance of Ambode came to mothing, fac ing instant impeachment, he y ielded in and 

surrendered the party’s governorship’s t icket  for  2019 to Tinubu ’s preferred candidate, 

Babaj ide Sanwolu, the current governor of the state.  Tinubu inf luences who represent  
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Lagos State at  the National  Assembly at  federal  level .  Regardless of  some murmurings, he 

was able to get  the voters in Lagos to vote  in  his wi fe, Oluremi , as one of  Lagos State’s  

Senators at  the national  level.  Having seized Lagos State, Tinubu’s power  spreads to all  

the 6 states in south -western Niger ia, therefore his notable role in the elect ions of  Osun 

state dur ing which he utters the assert ion about being r icher than the state.  

 

Outside the southwest, Tinubu’s coal i t ion became the Al l -Progressives  Congress.  The party 

was able to seize power  from the People’s Democratic  Party which had been in control  at  

the national  level  in Niger i a for 16 years.  He frui tful ly  plotted the condit ions that led to 

the then President, Goodluck Jonathan, losing at  the elect ions in 2015.  I t  i s  the f i rst  t ime 

that a si tt ing President and rul ing party would lose power  at  the national level in  the 

country.  Lagos as the commercial  capital  of  Niger ia, generates 55% of  Niger ia’s Value 

Added Tax.  The main sea ports in Niger ia are located in Lagos.  Whi le  sea ports are 

const i tut ional ly  the sphere of  the Federal  government, the essential  economic act ion that 

accommodating them produces i s however signif icant.  Pract ical ly ,  a l l  Niger ian banks are 

headquartered in Lagos and fol lowing the Niger  Delta crisi s in  the ear ly 2000s, the oi l  

industry moved most of i ts headquarters to Lagos.  I t  i s  a lso Niger ia’s core industr ial and 

manufactur ing centre.  What all  these indicate i s that  there are excel lent openings for the 

Lagos State Government to gather  taxes.  Identi fy ing this opportunity, Tinubu selected 

Alpha Beta Consult ing as revenue consultants for  Lagos State.  A former Chie f Executive of 

the company, now a whist le -blower, said that the company collects 10% of  al l  revenue 

accruing to Lagos State and has been doing so since 1999.  According to Niger ia’s National 

Bureau of Stat ist ics,  Lagos generated revenues of N334 bi l l ion in 2017, more than $1 bi l l ion 

using off ic ial exchange rates.  10% of  that  i s  $100 mi l l ion in 2017 alone.  Alpha Beta 

Consult ing has been Lagos State’s revenue consultants for  19 consecutive years. The 

inf luence of Alpha Beta Consult ing i s so pervasive in Lagos (Abah, 2019)  

 

By using control  over  states’ land for  an 8 -year  p er iod, continuous control  over  the pol i t ics 

of  the states (both Executive and Legislature) , control  over ‘ jobs for  the boys’ and a ref ined 

patronage system, and ostensibly  recyc l ing the state,  Bola Ahmed Tinubu just  l ike Ibori ,  

was able to step out of off ice into real power. Their  abi l i ty to do so stem pr imar ily  from 

having been Governor of  Lagos State and Delta State respectively  and using the legi t imate 

powers and inst i tut ions attached to tha t status.  

 

In  conclusion, i t i s  not improper to x -ray Niger ia’s pol i t ical system through the pr isms of 

prebendal ism, c l ientel i sm, patr imonial i sm, neopatr imonial i sm, soft  state thesis and the 

theory of  two publ ics.  However , the point  of  departure i s the arg ument that all  these 

theor ies, on their  own, have fai led to capture the present real i ty  of  poli t ics such as amala 

pol i t ics of Adedibu, the continued popular i ty of  James lbori  in  Delta poli t ics despite 

convict ion for wanton corruption in Niger ia.  
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