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Abstract 

Nigeria is a mosaic of many ethno-linguistic groups, some large, many 

very small indeed, altogether numbering about 250. It is important 

however to remember that this nation came into being not by 

amalgamation of all these ethno-linguistic groups, but of two British 

Protectorates, Northern and Southern Nigeria, which could have gone on 

to develop independently like Northern and Southern Rhodesia. This act 

of Amalgamation in 1914 launched it into world political culture on the 

basis of European nation-state system rather than on the basis of local 

political institutions. Since this 1914 event, and particularly from the 

1940s following the birth of nationalist movements, tensions have been 

developing, occasionally defined within a north-south cleavage, 

especially in the North which comprised one vast region in the pre-Civil 

War period, while the South comprised three regions, all independent 

minded. However, the serious problems that have threatened in some 

cases the holding together of the nation-state itself is often based on 

ethno-linguistic affiliations. In this paper, I explore the ethnic diversity 

of the country, the history of tensions, and the possibilities of 

coexistence and forging of identities based on the nation-state. 

 

Introduction 

The story of emergence of Nigeria as a geographical and political entity 

is associated with the name of Lord Lugard and the date is 1914. It is an 

event that some in Nigeria view with misgivings. Constitutional politics, 

however, takes it as a historical fact marking true emergence: something 

new had come into being and could not be wished out of existence or 

somehow suppressed. The creation of a state is a major world event, 

mailto:nickakwanya@gmail.com
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which is why other nations take note and extend recognition – and it 

may be taken that no state has been created, if an event claimed to create 

such an entity is ignored by the rest of the world. The matter is of such 

magnitude that the constitution of a state is treated in Heideggerian 

philosophy as bringing of truth into being. He writes that a main ‘way in 

which truth occurs is the act that founds a political state’ (Poetry, 

Language, Thought 60). This act, noted and recognized by the so-called 

international community, is not without consequence to each and every 

individual person who has a locus in the map circumscribed by the 

political entity: it is for all intents and purposes a res publica that is 

instituted, namely ‘that which, known to everyone, concerns everybody 

and is therefore deliberated in public’ (172). Such is the meaning of the 

deliberation going on here today to mark Nigeria’s 100 years of 

existence. The national conference which is getting off the ground in 

Abuja is also obviously such a public deliberation: a conference of a 

nation. For that reason, it cannot be a ‘to-be-or-not-to-be’ question. 

There is no locus for such a question within the nation. It can only be a 

public deliberation of things known to all and concerning everybody. A 

question which is not likely to come up for deliberation but which 

should arise from what we have seen is as to the destination of the ‘deep 

and ardent desire of the individuals to identify themselves with the life 

of the community’ (Cassirer 38). The military in the 1970s and 1980s 

tried unsuccessfully to enforce Nigeria as the destination of this ‘deep 

and ardent desire’. They called it ‘nationalism’ and ‘national 

consciousness’. Success would have meant re-orientating and reordering 

this ‘deep and ardent desire’ away from regionalism, tribalism – as the 

first coup makers in Nigeria called it, or ethnic nationality/nationalism, 

as it was increasingly called during the heyday of the demand for a 

‘sovereign national conference’. 

 

The architecture of Nigeria at amalgamation comprised two entities: the 

Northern and Southern Protectorates. Each of these Protectorates 

contained large numbers of ethnic and linguistic groups, some large, 

some small, some not aware of their neighbours; some were organized 

prior to colonization into kingdoms, states, provinces or outposts of 

other power systems, while some were entirely clan based with little 

awareness of far-flung parts of the same ethnic and linguistic group so 
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that amalgamation was in some cases a first step in bringing together the 

different clans of the same ethnic and linguistic group to a sense of a 

shared identity. Amalgamation created out of all these one political 

entity. The political state is unequivocally in place. But there remains 

the question, on what grounds a nation could emerge out of this variety? 

This is the key question this paper aims to consider. Would such a 

nation suppress ethnic identity or would it suffice to superimpose 

representative democracy, while culture-wise leaving each of the ethnic 

components to their own devices? 

 

Amalgamation is one of the lasting legacies of colonization. But if it is 

seen exclusively as part of the history of colonization, it is bound to 

continue to cause tensions in the running of the political state. This 

paper also takes the view that even though Amalgamation was not freely 

chosen by the different ethnicities that are found in Nigeria, hanging it 

up for target practice as some intellectuals do is not necessarily 

productive or forward-looking. It serves even at the present and outside 

the context of the history of colonialism as a possible mode of 

adjustment in multicultural societies. Writes Alexandra Ålund, the 

‘janus-faced dynamics in the development of ethnic consciousness 

among immigrants include—besides the processes of purification – 

ethnic amalgamation and merging’ (49).  

 

A Nation/State 

The terms ‘nation’ and ‘state’ not only frequently co-occur, there is also 

conflation of the two ideas in everyday use. I have mentioned the 

longing the military sometimes tried to give effect to if need be by force. 

Nationalism was something they wanted to be felt towards the state. 

Numerous state agencies set up by them and by the succeeding 

democratic governments bear the marker national in their names; and 

national here stands for the Nigerian state. In Nigeria, however, the term 

‘ethnic nationality’ (ethnicity being a ‘modern word’ (Megoran 2010: 

35)), came into common use perhaps in the 1980s, on the one hand, to 

replace the old word tribe used from colonial times onwards to 

designate cultural/linguistic entities, since this concept pertains to small, 

dispersed entities and tends to be associated in the literature with 

adjectives like ‘savage’, ‘primitive’, ‘native’ (see, for instance, Ernst 
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Cassirer, The Myth of the State); on the other hand to emphasize the 

socio-cultural grouping occupying a definite geographical area, with a 

common language and populations running in millions or even tens of 

millions, and having the sense of a shared history and a set of common 

interests. This specification contains the basic elements of nationality is 

Hobsbawm, ‘any sufficiently large body of people whose members 

regard themselves as members of a “nation”’ (see Gottfried 1993: xi). 

There are, of course, large numbers of linguistic groupings which fall 

short of this population determiner. Are they therefore without 

nationality? Their need for a state and the umbrella of amalgamation 

must be great enough to constitute a counter-weight to the pressure from 

the large ethnic groups for ethno-centric consciousness. But as has been 

suggested already, amalgamation and the subsequent history of 

regionalism and existence within a political state may have provided the 

prompting in the first place for a sense of nation among these latter 

peoples. These and others driven by a common economic interests have 

in recent times been pressing these interests to the extent of a demand 

for self-determination. This is by no means unique to Nigeria. 

According to Hofstede, 

A very popular term at the present time is “national 

identity”. National identity is part of a national 

population’s mental programming, but at the conscious 

level of practices: symbols, heroes, and rituals. There is an 

increasing tendency for ethnic, linguistic and religious 

groups to fight for recognition of their own identity, if not 

for national independence (7). 

Agitation by ethnic nationalities is a factor of disruptive pressure in 

many countries of the world. A few of these, especially in Eastern 

Europe were able to achieve national independence in the 1990s. In each 

case, the international community had to be involved. Elsewhere, it has 

refused to take notice of the agitations, preferring that the countries 

remain as they have been constituted, no matter how that constitution 

came about. 

 

In Europe which has been the main source of the world’s political 

culture, especially in modern times, many of the modern states have 
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transited from national entities that had slowly evolved from medieval 

times. As Gülalp (2006) has shown, the modern nation-state is a by-

product of ‘the Westphalian Treaty of 1648, signed at the end of the 

“Thirty Years” religious wars, which in effect started the era of mutual 

recognition of territorial sovereignties. As territorial powers began to 

acquire “national” legitimation, the “nation-state” form came into 

existence’ (1). Two remarkable counter-examples of the nation-state 

that came out of Westphalia are Switzerland and The Netherlands about 

which Bartolini writes, ‘Both these countries entered the nineteenth 

century without a strong central power, a standing army, a national 

bureaucracy, and a national educational system, and with a political 

culture of localism and entrenched pluralism’ (2005: 88). Some of the 

pressures associated with ethnic nationalism in Nigeria are canalizing 

towards the Swiss and Dutch models of ‘political culture of localism and 

entrenched pluralism’, without the centuries of organic functioning in 

which these countries’ ethno-linguistic and ethno-political groupings 

have stabilized. The concept of ‘nation-state’ applies primarily to 

entities found in Europe. Other examples are in Asia: such are Japan and 

Thailand. Although China has a large number of ethnic groups, it also 

sees itself as a nation. As Laitin elucidates, 

Nations that are commensurate with state boundaries have 

populations that share common knowledge and points of 

concern. No wonder the nation-state model has been 

attractive to political visionaries’ (79). 

There are probably very few nation-states in terms of Laitin’s 

specification here. More commonly, states contain more than one 

nation; and nationalism is the expression of the shared ‘common 

knowledge and points of concern’ by members of the group; that is, 

nationals, while citizenship pertains to the state (Gülalp 2006: 1). 

Culture is involved in the characterization of ethnicity; and this is 

principally what is signified in Laitin’s idea of shared common 

knowledge. Loyalty in the ethnic system is based on culture.  

 

By contrast, issues of law are more sharply in focus in characterizing the 

state. Accordingly, Elizabeth Martin identifies the state with, 
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A sovereign and independent entity capable of entering 

into relations with other states … and enjoying 

international legal personality. To qualify as a state, the 

entity must have: (1) a permanent population (although, as 

in the case of the Vatican or Nauru, this may be very 

small); (2) a defined territory over which it exercises 

authority (although its borders, as in the case of Israel, 

need not be defined or undisputed); (3) an effective 

government. There are currently over 180 states. When a 

new state comes into existence, it is automatically bound 

by the principles of international law (475). 

It is the only source of law within its territory, but is itself subject to 

international law, being ‘an international legal personality’. Loyalty 

from the citizens may therefore be seen as an obligation which can be 

enforced, for the authority it exercises over a defined territory impinges 

directly on the permanent population making up its citizenry. Hence the 

exercise of power features more prominently in discussions of the state 

by some researchers. For instance, Diener and Hagen (2010), write that 

‘the emergence of the modern state system in Europe was marked by the 

increasing exercise of political and economic control by a central 

government, first embodied by a monarch but later usually vested in 

democratically elected institutions’ (6). A state therefore is a territory 

held together and marking out a field in which the exercise of political 

and economic control is uncontested. But it is not to be doubted that 

being held together over time, some shared common knowledge and 

points of concern do emerge. In the case of Nigeria, one hundred years 

of co-existence of many and diverse ethnic nationalities is bound to have 

created such an outcome; hence there is expectation that a certain 

Nigerian culture is now in existence and evolving. Much has been 

shared together over these hundred years in addition to the common 

political and economic system, such as the public service, the 

educational system, the legal code, sports activities and international 

competitions where young people from all over the country compete 

under the same flag, which all the citizens recognize as theirs.  

 

As has been mentioned, some of the Nigerian ethnic groups knew very 

little about far-flung members of the group before the colonial 
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intervention. Therefore, amalgamation may be seen not only in terms of 

bringing many different ethnic nationalities together to form one state, it 

also helped to bond more closely together into one nation the large and 

dispersed language groups. Increased contact has been beneficial to their 

evolving cultures: there are more interlinkages among them and greater 

harmonization of the cultural practices than before amalgamation. These 

same forces are at work within the state itself. Clearly, Nigeria, by virtue 

of amalgamation, did not begin life as a ‘nation-state’, but there is no 

reason to discount the possibility of one emerging in the course of time. 

Elenga (2006) argues that the mistake made in the formation of African 

states is to surround them with expectations applicable to nation-states 

and push them to try and replicate the model. But ‘this new dawn of the 

African “nation-state” model proved illusory, in part because it was 

based on the Western European experience, which proved to be 

irrelevant to the realities of postcolonial Africa’. 

 

World political culture derived from Europe remains, for good or ill, the 

model for statecraft and the canon for estimating success or failure. 

There are already some so-called failed states in Africa. The lack of an 

effective government exercising authority throughout the entire territory 

associated with that state is the major criterion used for this purpose. 

Elenga is certainly right about the illusoriness of expectations of success 

in a very short time span where the boundaries of a state are arbitrarily 

imposed. On the other hand, the status of an international legal 

personality is not something any entity could assign itself and being part 

of an entity that has such a status may be an incentive to extend and 

maintain loyalty towards that entity. 

 

Conscious Effort in Favour of Coexistence  

Divisive tensions are probably at work in all countries of the world 

community because few are ethnically homogeneous, but ethnic identity 

is not fixed and constant. The concept of a ‘melting pot’, for instance, 

frequently used with respect to the United States of America is said by 

Malik to apply even more to the modern population of Europe: 

West European nation-states were not based on their 

shared faiths or historical experience, which is what our 
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leaders mostly talked about. Those nation-states have been 

products of modernization – industrialization, 

secularization and division of labour. They brewed over 

centuries when growth of business and industry brought 

people from different cultures together into melting pots. In 

those melting pots, the demands of modernization imparted 

in them modern education and skills, blended them into 

new forms of social organization based on mobility and 

crosscultural communication. In this process was born 

national cultures, which were different from the former 

ethnic and religious cultures of the nationals (2009: 45).  

The melting pot has thus generated as an output new identities. For 

instance, ‘English national identity’ which was traditionally perceived 

either as one of the oldest and most ingrained national identities 

stretching back to the eighth, fourteenth or sixteenth century’, has been 

shown to be a late nineteenth century construction (Siniša 2006: 52).  

 

Many modern states in fact incorporate elements that cause them to 

function as melting pots. There is evidence that prior to the attempted 

ethnic cleansing of Igbos from Northern Nigeria in 1966 and 1967, 

mobility and crosscultural communication were having a powerful effect 

in construction of new identities not based on the old ethnic affiliations. 

The first flowering of anti-colonialist consciousness in Nigeria was led 

by people who saw themselves as Nigerian nationalists. Some soon 

found that personal gain was more assured within an ethnically defined 

‘nation’, giving rise to tribalism. This was one of the three evils the 

eradication of which the coup makers of 1966 assigned themselves. The 

others were corruption and nepotism. The upheavals of 1966-1970, 

however, may indeed have had the effect of entrenching all three. The 

middle class which had been on the rise since the later years of 

colonialism and had the least interest in an ethnically based person 

identity were decimated in the upheavals, while the survivors became 

more cautious. But that was for a time. Forces linked to education, 

economics, and government policies regarding language, sports, and so 

on in which the middle class are interconnected have continued to drive 

the melting pot effect. Other forces have also been weighing in during 

the last generation; for example, formation of Nigeria-wide religious 
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bodies as pressure groups, and new person identities promoted by some 

Christian groups that look askance upon old family names, resulting in 

Biblical and other kinds of names being substituted for the old ones 

which underscored the ethnic affiliation. 

 

Left to their own, change from the social, political, and religious forces 

will proceed relatively slowly because of pressure from large 

percentages of the overall population that retain full loyalty to ethnic 

nationalities. There are in fact interests that push the sectional agenda 

with great vigour, asserting similar ‘absolutist notions of ethnic identity’ 

(Bhattacharyya 2009: 1), which were a main cause of state failure in 

Eastern Europe and Africa in the 1990s, with much loss of life and 

destruction of physical assets, with socio-economic retrogression which 

may be estimated in decades. The middle class with its orientation 

towards progress necessarily has aversion to repeating the mistakes of 

history. Therefore pressure from those asserting ‘absolutist notions of 

ethnic identity’ needs to be counter-balanced by conscious effort in 

favour of coexistence. 

 

Coexistence may suggest a situation of (democratic) equality of the 

ethnic nationalities and tolerance even though mutual animosity may be 

lying underneath. The national conference currently going on began to 

be demanded in the 1990s as a sovereign national conference. That 

could not happen because it would have meant the setting aside of the 

constitution by someone who had been elected under the same 

constitution and had been sworn in to uphold and defend it. But the 

demand arose from a sense of deep-seated grievances and collective 

hurts inflicted on sections of the population; for example, the peoples in 

the oil-producing areas of Nigeria, the resource on which the national 

economy depended almost exclusively during military rule and has 

continued to derive much of its developmental revenue from. The 

extraction of oil had gone along with environmental devastation of the 

region, human and infrastructural under-development, and widespread 

pauperization of the population. Frustration and a sense of exploitation 

among the people reached such a pitch that armed conflict was initiated 

and supported by some in the population. 
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Others like the Igbos, although regrouped into several different states, 

could connect and respond to various kinds of reminders of ethnic 

cleansing, a brutal civil war in which it appeared that all the world sided 

with the very government which had connived at cold-blooded 

massacres and committed or protected those who had committed war 

crimes and crimes against humanity with them at the receiving end, their 

deliberate pauperization and the verbal declaration of Reconciliation, 

Rehabilitation, and Reconstruction after the Civil War for which there 

was little to show on the ground. Claims of ‘marginalization’ by 

commentators and newspaper columnists were enough to awaken these 

echoes in their souls, leading to an attitude of ironical toleration of 

groups like Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of 

Biafra (MASSOB). The offer of amnesty in 2009 by the Yar’Adua 

administration to the Niger Delta militants was a positive step towards 

clearing the embittered atmosphere and restoration of a sense of 

belonging and shared commitment to the political state, Nigeria. 

President Jonathan completed the process of re-enfranchising the 

peoples, especially the youth of the troubled region. The national 

conference is an opportunity to carry the process forward and ensure 

that all parties to what they now call the Nigeria Project look upon it as 

a shared aspiration. 

 

Coexistence is neutral between live and let live, on the one hand, and 

active cooperation on the other. The division of the country into states 

with their own governments, budgets, and developmental priorities and 

strategies may encourage a situation of live and let live for those who 

look upon the role of government in terms of internal transformation and 

economic development with raising of living standards. But power at the 

highest levels in the political state for decision-making to affect the 

whole country remains attractive; and politicians often use any means, 

including ethnicity and the stoking of a group sense of targeted hurts and 

marginalization to attain their power interests. Thus a slogan like The 

Nigeria Project can attract and focus attention as a unifying idea, a 

building effort in which every citizen can participate, therefore helping 

to deconstruct the idea of ‘Nigeria’ as an imposition by the colonialists. 

The idea is likely to elicit energies in a more positive and integrative 

direction than the idea of a ‘national cake’ which was used and 
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popularized by the politicians during the 1960s. Whereas the latter idea 

implants a source of tension in the system and encourages abuse of 

power and position and aggressive tendencies, the Project calls for 

cooperation. As Gaylin has observed, ‘without mutual accommodation 

and active cooperation, human beings would soon become extinct’ (see 

Williams 1977: 371). The leadership tasks demanded are for politicians 

committed to the joint effort, undeterred by the prospects of personal 

sacrifice. 

 

Models of Cooperation 

Statecraft is necessarily a cooperative effort, even though ancient history 

usually associates a single individual’s name with the foundations. The 

Chorus of Euripides’s The Suppliants refers to this cooperative effort: 

For pious toil is a fair ornament to cities, and carries with it 

grace that never wastes away (929). 

Just as the commonwealth gains from the joint effort of citizens, so their 

strife does it havoc. With reference to the strife in the war against 

Thebes Adrastus utters his grief over the bodies of chieftains slain: 

Cease therefrom, give 

o’er your toiling, and in mutual peace keep safe your cities 

(944). 

We often read the phrase ‘cities of men’ in Greek literature; for the city 

is one of the symbols of human achievement: it expresses human 

capacity to exist as a collective as well as to cooperate in building and 

sustaining structures that would outlive the individual and several of his 

generations. Thus it is ‘an archetypal symbol [ ] a natural object with 

human meaning’, embodying ‘a vision of the goals of human work’ 

(Frye 113). Bringing together of people in a cooperative endeavour is at 

the roots of civilization. It comes with the need for specialization and 

has outcomes in better security and increased prosperity. One aspect of 

specialization, leadership, seems to be the single most important driver 

of joint effort.  
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As Freud’s psychoanalytic theory shows, in human phenomena, forms 

do not die as such: they may be repressed by newer forms which drive 

them to the unconscious, out of which what has been repressed may 

return in altered forms. The analysis of models of leadership which have 

been used in different contexts to mobilize human joint effort should 

therefore help us to understand the present better. Let us look at a few of 

these. 

 

1. Rule by the Elders 

Some societies in Africa never developed the kinds of systems the 

Greeks called cities. The report of the missionaries who were the first 

outsiders to penetrate the Igbo heartland was that the Igbo lived in small 

villages. The home video today gives the impression that these villages 

were small kingdoms with one Igwe or King in charge. That was the 

case in Onitsha Short Life of Bishop Shanahan 14), and a few other 

places. Elsewhere, as Bishop Shanahan who was the first white man to 

visit some of these villages reports, he was always received by the 

elders, who left him to go and consult together after he addressed them 

about the need to open a school in their village. Decision-making was 

therefore collective in most of Igboland. The account in World History: 

Patterns of Interaction, however, speaks of stateless societies. 

According to this source,  

South of the Sahara, many African groups developed 

systems of governing based on lineages. In some African 

societies, lineage groups took the place of rulers. These 

societies, known as stateless societies, did not have a 

centralized system of power. Instead, authority in a 

stateless society was balanced among lineages of equal 

power so that no one family had too much control. The 

Igbo [ ] people—also called Ibo—of southern Nigeria lived 

in a stateless society as early as the ninth century. 

(Although the Igbo lived in West Africa, their political 

structure was similar to stateless societies found in central 

Africa.) If a dispute arose within an Igbo village, respected 

elders from different lineages settled the problem. Igbos 

later encountered challenges from 19th-century European 

colonizers who expected one single leader to rule over 
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society (410). 

The decision was made by the elders and enforcement was by the 

Ikolobia (Short Life of Bishop Shanahan 42-35). Rule by the elders 

involving consensus was well suited to an inward-looking and 

conservative society that was not looking to radical transformations. In 

Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God, where the realities of the day seemed to 

demand decisive action, the conservative order rendered this impossible. 

In Things Fall Apart it actually engendered paralysis and take over and 

transformation by the colonists was as a result hardly contested. 

 

2. Greek Democratic Culture  

The Greek city-states or polis of which the records go back to around 

750 BC were run by citizens who participated directly in discussion and 

decision-making. Though it was called a city-state, the city was its core 

and it had a periphery comprising all the villages in the surrounding 

countryside. According to Beck and others, ‘most city-states controlled 

between 50 and 500 square miles of territory. They were often home to 

fewer than 10,000 residents. At the agora, or marketplace, or on a 

fortified hilltop called an acropolis, citizens gathered to discuss city 

government’. But there was great variety in organization. Some of the 

city-states had a king (turanos), some had various forms of rule by the 

few (oligarchy), such as by the best (aristarchos) or by wealth 

(ploutokratia), usually by wealthy merchants and landowners. These 

forms of rule by an individual or a few reflect a weakness in the 

democratic system, namely openness to exploitation and manipulation 

by a determined and powerful individual. Pericles in the 5th century BC 

was undoubtedly a great Athenian statesman and builder of the 

institutions of Athenian civilization. He also made reforms that widened 

and helped to entrench the democratic culture, but was able to 

concentrate power in his own hands, albeit following democratic 

procedures. He and his democratic Council are much lampooned in 

Aristophanes’s The Acharnians, where we read, for instance, of his 

plunging Athens into war over the abduction of his mistress: 

some young tipsy cottabus-players went 

And stole from Megara-town the fair Simaetha. 
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Then the Megarians, garlicked with the smart, 

Stole, in return, two of Aspasia's hussies. 

From these three Wantons o'er the Hellenic race 

Burst forth the first beginnings of the War. 

For then, in wrath, the Olympian Pericles 

Thundered and lightened, and confounded Hellas, 

Enacting laws which ran like drinking-songs,'' 

That the Megarians presently depart 

From earth and sea, the mainland, and the mart (53). 

It is often said that democracy is the best form of government. But it 

needs adequate checks and balances and an entrenched rule of law to 

avoid hijacking. 

 

3. Warlordism 

Cooperative effort can articulate around an individual who becomes its 

leader and organizing genius. Such is a leader who alone achieves 

something other people respect and recognize as being beyond their own 

individual capabilities – the stuff that founders of religious movements 

are made of. In traditional Igbo folklore, they are seen among founders 

of clans. This legendary ‘titanic’ individual is associated with 

superhuman attributes. Of him, Hegel writes,  

This lord and master of the world holds himself in this way 

to be the absolute person, at the same time embracing 

within himself the whole of existence, the person for whom 

there exists no superior Spirit (Phenomenology of Spirit 

292).  

They occur in literature with an admixture of excess (hubris). A famous 

example of this in Nigerian literature is Ezeulu, the hero of Arrow of 

God. But he may also be a quasi-historical personage, an extraordinary 

individual having some specific human accomplishment in a degree 

higher than other men. It may be a far-sighted or other worldly vision, 

which he pursues with singleness of purpose, which often occurs among 

founders of religions. It may be organizational or martial skills, which 

outside the world of religion, is expressed in warlordism with building 

of fiefdoms, kingdoms and empires. Sometimes there is a combination 
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of warlordism and religious leadership. The major democratic systems 

we have today derive ultimately from warlordism. Hence the struggle 

for leadership in these systems can be bruising and savage. That too is 

the way of the great multinationals.  

 

The warlord figure obtains followership either by compelling support 

and cooperation or by receiving these voluntarily. The pathos in 

Ezeulu’s sequence is his failure to gain a followership in either way. The 

leaders of Nigeria’s First Republic fared a little better. The nationalist 

movement had given rise to titanic individuals recognized and deferred 

to in the regions, but none with national stature. They had command of 

their regions, but none was in a position to command support and 

cooperation throughout Nigeria, since there was no one dominant ethnic 

group in the country. Lack of one dominant group also meant that 

multiculturalism could not work; for as Wissenburg (2009) has argued, 

it is premised on the existence of a ‘dominant culture surrounded by 

minority cultures – together still forming ‘nations’ within one society 

and state’ (14).  

 

The peculiar configuration of power blocks in post-independence 

Nigeria has sometimes been called regionalism, signifying a situation in 

which the regions were power centres and held and manipulated the 

loyalties of the people. The thinking within the armed forces of Nigeria 

at the time, particularly among the younger officer corps, seems to have 

been that the electoral and political crises in various parts of Nigeria 

during the 1960s could be corrected by changing the ideology that 

governed politics in the country. The coup makers of 1966 had 

identified three evils in their manifesto, but were unable to take over the 

country and form a government with a programme to change the 

governing ideology. General Ironsi’s short-lived Unitary State was 

obviously an attempt to dismantle the power base of the regional leaders 

and redirect loyalty to the centre. The political atmosphere was highly 

charged, with the Igbos blamed for the coup and targeted for retaliation, 

with apparently well-organized massacres. In such an environment, a 

unitary state could only be by imposition, to be maintained by force. 

That force did not exist, even if the will to impose it did exist. Ironsi’s 

successor, General Gowon took another approach to the dismantling of 
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the regions as centres of power and loyalty, creating twelve States out of 

the former four regions. But the regions were largely based on the ethnic 

map of Nigeria and may have exacerbated the whole sense of ethnic 

nationality. Later sub-divisions tried to correct this; and under the 

present thirty-six State structure, the States are becoming centres of 

development rather than power centres. 

 

During the first half of 1967 in the lead up to the Nigerian Civil War, 

confederation or regional autonomy began cropping up as an alternative 

mode of government for Nigeria, since federalism and unitary state had 

not worked. It has again been much discussed since the announcement 

of the National Conference. What remains to be shown is the placement 

of adequate checks and balances to ensure that power is not hijacked 

and the centre of the political state taken hostage as in the First 

Republic. For regional autonomy restores the regions as centres of 

power, quite unlike the present state structure in which power is greatly 

fragmented, leaving economic development as the real business of 

governance at the state level. 

 

To Make Nigeria Work 

Break up is too easily and lightly advanced in discussions of the future 

of Nigeria in the media. There is need to factor in that Nigeria as it 

presently stands has accumulated so much history together, engendering 

in the process what must be called Nigerian culture that there can be 

nothing to fear from going forward. This history and culture provides a 

framework for building on with assurance of success. Also internal 

competition has crept in everywhere, even in places where previously 

one voice alone carried. It is particularly well developed in Igbo land. 

The example of Ahiara Diocese shows us that even the Catholic 

Church’s culture of leadership by consensus at the top level and 

appointment at lower levels is not able to withstand the pressures of 

internal competition. Channelled to productive activities, this 

competition is an impulse to rapid development. The question to ask is 

really how to make Nigeria work. 

 

This question already implies answer in the affirmative that Nigeria can 

work, but at best leaves open the question whether it is working. The bar 
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set by the Law Dictionary as regards the state is pretty high. It says that, 

‘To qualify as a state, the entity must have: (1) a permanent population; 

(2) a defined territory over which it exercises authority; (3) an effective 

government.’ The Boko Haram insurgency in north-eastern Nigeria 

comes immediately to mind. Population movements and people 

displacements are taking place on a large scale in the area of insurgency 

and government is not effective in some of these places.  

 

Admittedly to ask about the working of Nigeria in that specific format is 

already to be on the side of the political authorities whose interest is 

finally ‘that local communities would give way to national societies. In 

essence, the state [becomes] educator of the populace, framing and 

shaping identity to fit the new religion of the nation’ (Diener and Hagen 

191). If the goal of statecraft is ultimately ‘the religion of the nation’, 

perhaps we need to clear a preliminary question: What do we want 

Nigeria to work for? At the same time, we should keep in mind the 

other possibility: What if Nigeria does not work? What if the state fails? 

Those who pursue an ethnic nationality agenda and exercise retroactive 

anger against the colonialists for amalgamation tend to give the 

impression that a break up is a simple matter. The creation of a political 

state is truth itself (Heidegger), which cannot be lightly set aside or 

undone. Known situations of state failure of which there were several 

instances in the 1990s: as in the former Yugoslavia, Somalia, and 

Afghanistan were all associated with insecurity of life and property on a 

vast scale or outright civil war. For one of the indicators of failure is the 

appearance of warlords: they are expected where a state has failed, 

being early in espying a fault line in the state infrastructure to be 

explored and exploited for personal gain. With warlordism insecurity is 

rife – unless it is able, after establishing its rule, to impose its own order. 

Boko Haram calls the order its aims to establish Islamic: the rule of 

Islamic law. ‘Islamic law’, ‘justice and equality’ and similar slogans 

have been used in other warlord situations, such as Pakistan, Somalia, 

and Afghanistan, but often it turns out that the warlord himself is not 

just the face of the insurgency, but also the undisputed political leader, 

whose interpretation of the law – since it is indistinguishable from his 

own personal will – is unquestionable, authentic, and final and always 

includes a self-assigned right to decide who may live and who may not 
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live, until he is by one way or another taken out. He can as well be both 

judge and executor of the law, his law. Only after he leaves the scene 

does the fire transfer to a successor, who must then prove himself more 

blood-thirsty, doctrinaire, and implacable than the predecessor. 

 

Warlordism is of course implicated in the historical sources of the 

nation-state but repugnant to modern sensibilities in that it seems to be 

committed to a state of existence which humanity passed many centuries 

ago. World political culture based on the nation-state reveals one way in 

which the truth of the state (Heidegger) works: there appears to be 

something of necessity about the existence of this entity. There is also in 

it an echo of Hegel’s account of the State as ‘the Idea of Spirit’:  

The mere social instinct implies a conscious purpose of 

security for life and property; and when society has been 

constituted, this purpose becomes more comprehensive. 

The History of the World begins with its general aim – the 

realization of the Idea of Spirit – only in an implicit form 

(an sich) that is, as Nature; a hidden, most profoundly 

hidden, unconscious instinct; and the whole process of 

History (as already observed), is directed to rendering this 

unconscious impulse a conscious one (The Introductions 

125).  

The present world order, however, is based on the existence of nation-

states or organizations that pass for these entities; and the international 

community holds governments responsible for creating and maintaining 

the ‘conditions for the well-being and well-living of individuals’, as well 

as for eliminating ‘obstacles for the realization of a good life’ for all the 

citizens (Wissenburg 2009: 185). The expectations of citizens towards 

their government are shaped by these very factors. Therefore, although 

the institutions of government are working in most of the country, 

citizens without jobs generally blame government for their plight and 

look upon this state of affairs as evidence that the state is not working. 

By January 2012, unemployment stood at 23.9% 

(http://www.tradingeconomics.com/nigeria/unemployment-rate). For 

these unemployed the problem is even more immediate and life-

threatening than that of insurgency, if they are distant enough from the 

http://www.tradingeconomics.com/nigeria/unemployment-rate
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region of conflict. Growing the national economy for the purpose of 

creating jobs is therefore a key task government needs to undertake to 

justify its existence. At the same time, it has to show seriousness about 

its determination to restore its authority everywhere in the country. In 

particular, it needs to show that the arms of state directly engaged in the 

struggle with Boko Haram are of one mind, well-organized, 

professional, and committed to the task of creating and maintaining the 

conditions to ensure that Nigeria works.  

 

Conclusion 

The ethnic configuration of Nigeria is complex and a very strong factor 

to contend with in governance in Nigeria. It has to be overcome or 

successfully managed in order that Nigeria may work. Breaking up is 

not in my view an option. Probably there are only very few nation-states 

that do not have structural issues that could generate pressures 

threatening the cohesion of the state. Many have prospered in spite of 

these structural problems. That means that they have been able to fulfil 

the key functions of nation-states notwithstanding their structural 

problems. Security is one such key function, without which it would not 

be possible to create the environment to enable citizens to exercise their 

gifts and talents. This has done more all over the world to advance the 

cause of progress and improve the quality of human life than power – 

political, economic, religious, or cultural. Human giftedness is 

developed and nurtured. It helps, therefore, to think of security not just 

in terms of ensuring effective governance, but even more importantly 

creating a conducive environment for the development of the nation-

state’s human capital. Government thinking about education in terms of 

building up the nation-state’s workforce, similarly, fails to state the 

matter in a way to drive policy and investment. There is need for 

complete review of attitudes towards education. The ‘realization of a 

good life’ (Wissenburg) must include opportunities to develop to the 

fullest extent individual giftedness. Universal basic education is a good 

first step in this direction. The gains need to be taken all the way to 

tertiary education. The kind of good, sound education that would serve 

is one which is both historical and has values of 

globalization/internationalization – not one thinking local all the time. 

Wissenburg, for instance, is suggesting that the days of sovereignty of 
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the nation-state are now over. And globalization has much to do with 

this. Good, sound education in our context should be oriented towards 

the thinking of a new social identity – which means a new culture that is 

not primarily ethnic, but Nigerian. This in fact seems to be the general 

orientation of government policy, whether knowingly or not, voluntarily 

or not, what with an official language policy that detaches from any of 

the local languages, ‘federal character’ in federal institutions, the 

national youth service scheme, geographical spread in admissions into 

federal government colleges, etc. This should be further advanced by 

teaching Nigerian history from the beginnings to the present as a 

compulsory course in primary and secondary schools, not leaving out 

sports personalities who have carried the flag for Nigeria in major 

international competitions and major writers like Chinua Achebe and 

Wole Soyinka, who are probably the greatest ambassadors Nigeria has 

ever had. The teaching of history is taken so seriously by the Chinese, 

for example, that they willingly initiate a diplomatic row over the 

content being taught Japanese children in Japanese schools. The 

economic and human geography of Nigeria and its cultural productions 

are no less important. The ideal of education called for will have such 

outcomes as a strong, forward-looking, and innovative middle class; a 

new work ethic in which emphasis shifts from making a living to 

making a contribution; and a clearer sense of division of labour and 

professionalism. 
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