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Dr. Humphrey N. Nwosu

Political Authority 
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Civil Service

In examining the nature of public Authority and 
the Civil Service in Nigeria, Dr. Nwosu 
investigates how successive regimes in Nigeria 
sought to create and develop legitimated 
political authority and structures which have in 
turn shaped and influenced the development 
and role of the Nigerian Civil Service and its 
capacity to induce economic development 
through national planning.

His subject is of special interest not only 
because the creation as well as consolidation of 
legitimated national authority is an important 
goal of state building, but because the Civil 
Service in a developing country like Nigeria 
occupies a unique position in the formulation 
and implementation of national development 
plans.

Dr. Nwosu’s penetrative and incisive study 
discusses various parameters in Nigeria’s Social 
environment that attenuate the emergence of a 
legitimated national authority and also detract 
from the effectiveness of the Civil Service. 
Dr. Nwosu argues that given Nigeria’s resources, 
the success of state building can only be 
guaranteed, if the state through the Civil Service 
demonstrates effectiveness in economic 
development and in granting pay-off’s to the 
various sectors of the society. Although the 
book focuses attention to Nigeria, it poses 
theoretical and practical issues and questions 
which are relevant to the study of state authority 
and bureacratic organizations in other African 
countries.

Though Dr. Nwosu is a political scientist, his 
work cuts across other academic disciplines and 
should certainly be of great interest to students 
engaged in the study of modern Africa, 
organizational behaviour, national planning and 
implementation.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The general purpose of this book is to investigate how successive 
regimes in Nigeria sought to create and develop legitimated political 
authority and structures which have in turn shaped and influenced the 
development and role of the Nigerian civil service and its capacity to 
induce economic development through national planning..

The danger in Nigeria seems to be less that the federal government 
and the civil service possess more authority and power to overawe the 
society, than the fear that they do not have enough legitimated 
authority to carry out their increasing economic and social functions 
and thereby earn the support of the powerful interests groups and local 
authorities which constitute the society.

Consequently, creation as well as development of legitimated central 
political authority and structures such as the civil service have been a 
primary concern to all regimes in Nigeria, since she became a unified 
country in 1914. The book focuses attention on the various plural 
independent clusters of powers in Nigeria’s heterogeneous social 
environment, primarily because their “capture” of public authority and 
institutions determines the degree of legitimacy grants to the incum­
bents of authority roles at national and regional levels of society. 
Second, they shaped and determined the constitutional and political 
processes which in 1954 turned Nigeria into an unbalanced federation.

As Nigeria’s federal constitution did not grow out of the needs of 
the wider environment, it failed to serve as a dependable source of 
legitimacy grant to the federal authorities and civil service. Besides, 
experiences of Nigeria between 1954 and 1966 have shown that “loose” 
federal arrangements which involve dispersal rather than consolida­
tion of power are hardly appropriate devices for the creation and 
development of legitimated central political authority and institutions 
in fragmented societies.

In an effort to secure willing compliance with and support of their 
decision choices, successive regimes in Nigeria relied upon such tech­
niques and mechanisms as power sharing, leadership coalition, consti­
tution making, ideologies, ethnic appeals, political parties and civil 
service, but none of these instruments has served as a reservoir of 
legitimacy grant to the central political authority.

In the absence of legitimating ideology, rules, political institutions 
and structures, all claims by Nigerian national and regional leaders to 
legitimate title to rule, are dependent on performance and their ability - 
to grant “payoffs” and positive inducements to the various individuals,
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groups and sectors in the society. Various regimes in Nigeria have, 
therefore relied upon the federal and state civil services to formulate 
national development plans as a means of earning legitimacy. But as 
our study has shown the implementation of planned objectives in 
Nigeria is constrained by such factors as corruption, lack of high level 
manpower, poor management and inadequate organizational and 
physical infrastructures. Nevertheless, given Nigeria’s windfall 
resources, she stands a better chance than most other poor African 
states to demonstrate effectiveness by achieving economic development.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

i

With a heterogenous social environment characterized by powerful 
contenders of state authority, Nigeria perhaps more than any other 
country ifi Africa faces greater challenges to development and rational 
allocation of societal resources. In the absence of a strong sense of 
national unity, successive regimes in Nigeria have to deal with such 
problems as redefinition of ‘new’ socio-political order emerging out of 
a diverse set of “traditional societies”1 and establishment of national 
political authority acceptable to the various historic groups that con­
stitute the state. Second, the state and the administrative machinery— 
the civil service—are increasingly' looked upon by the wider society to 
implement developmental goals such as the creation of new economic 
and political structures and infusing them with values and purposes, 
adaptation and reconstruction of old ones, and the acceleration of 
economic and social changes that will reduce unemployment, increase 
social products and ensure a more equitable redistribution of income. 
Despite the increases in the responsibilities and the problems of the 
national state, there are no corresponding increases in the legitimacy 
and support granted by the wider society to the national political 
authorities, because most Nigerians still retain strong ties to and 
identify their primary loyalties with their immediate local authorities.

This study investigates how successive regimes in Nigeria sought to 
create and maintain political authority and structures which in turn 
have shaped and influenced the development and role of the Nigerian 
civil service and its capacity to induce economic development through 
national planning.

The crux of the development problem in Nigeria lies not in the 
absence of political authority but in the existence of several legitimated 
“authorities” in the wider society which in various ways constrain the 
exercise of national political authority, as well as threaten the existence 
of political community.2 First, there arc several dozens of legitimated 
traditional authorities scattered all over Nigeria. Each traditional 
authority derives legitimacy from the institutions and structures which 
have acquired values and special sanctity as a result of their successful 
survival and adaptation to the changes and vicissitudes of time. As the 
state and society are poorly integrated, the various historic and particu­
laristic groups in the wider society develop close ties and loyalties with 
their immediate traditional authorities (emirs, obas, obis, and obongs) 
and thereby deprive the central political authority of the legitimacy 
and support it needs in order to carry out its policies. Besides there
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are no shared common and stable expectations among the different 
traditional authorities about behaviours appropriate for incumbents of 
various authority roles at the national level. Rather each ‘traditional 
system’ has its own normative and structural mechanisms for granting 
and withdrawing legitimacy and allegiance to the central and regional 
political authorities.

The second form of ‘legitimated’ authorities which have constrained 
the emergence of a centralized and legitimated national political 
authority in Nigeria are the ‘regional’ authorities. From 1946 to 1966, 
Nigeria had three powerful regions3 of which one was bigger in size 
and population than the other two put together. The regional govern­
ments and authorities did not derive their legitimacy from rules and 
structures based primarily on ‘rational legal order’4 but mainly from 
three dominant regional oriented political parties which in rum drew 
their support from three powerful ethnic groups. Our study will show 
that the structuring of Nigeria into three regional authorities between 
1946 and 1966 contributed immensely to constraining the legitimacy 
and authority of the central government and the capacity of the central 
civil service to induce economic and social changes through national 
planning.

The third authority pattern in the Nigerian social environment is the 
ethnic groups. Though Nigeria like several other African countries has 
several ethnic groups which are at varying degrees of ‘social mobiliza­
tion’, three of these Hausa/Fulani, Yorubas, and Igbos, are so large in 
population that each of them is bigger than such small African countries 
as Gabon, Gambia, Niger, Senegal, and Ivory Coast. Our study 
will show that these ethnic groups through generation of independent 
resources and powerful cultural organizations exercised such influence 
on their members that the movement of Nigerian society towards a 
“rational legal system” of authority was slowed down particularly 
between 1954 and 1966. Besides the ethnic groups granted legitimacy 
to the regional governments and parties and denied the same to the 
Federal government.

The fourth type of authority pattern in Nigeria is ‘personal 
authority’. For a period, the Nigerian political processes revolved 
around the “personal authority” of three individuals—Alhaji Bello, the 
Sardauna of Sokoto, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe and Chief Awolowo. Al­
though each of the three leaders for a while headed a regional govern­
ment and was able to engender some form of ‘personal’ legitimacy none 
of them had such charisma as to engender legitimacy to the central 
political authority in the same way that Nkrumah did in Ghana, Nasser 
in Egypt, and Sukarno in Indonesia. Our study will show that the 
struggle amongst the three leaders for dominance, and the population’s 
affection constrained rather than enhanced the legitimacy of the federal 
authority.
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Fifthly, there is the “military authority” which became a significant 
factor when the Nigerian armed forces intervened in the political pro­
cess in January 1966. Since then, the military has formed the 
government of Nigeria with the help of the civil service and ‘hand 
picked’ civilians. At the same time, the armed forces also constitute a 
powerful institutional interest group whose activities more than that of 
any other “authority” within the wider environment have helped to 
shape and determine the structure of the present Nigerian government 
and the capacity of the central and regional civil service to induce 
economic and social changes.

The Nigerian military authorities have their external and internal 
legitimacy problems. First, there is the problem of their continually 
justifying their rule to Nigerians, because they cannot always secure 
compliance through coercion or the threat of it. This problem relates 
to the need of creating structures and mechanisms which can engender 
legitimacy to the military rule and thereby help in the consolidation of 
the central authority. Our study will highlight what steps the military 
regime has taken to create structures to link the state and the society so 
as to engender legitimacy for its rule. Second, the military rulers face 
the additional problem of earning the legitimacy of the armed forces 
which form the “core” of its support. To be sure, the allegiance of the 
men and the rank in the army and other services is not and cannot 
under the Nigerian circumstances be taken for granted. As the strength 
of the army grew from a paltry figure of 10,000 in 1966 to a sprawl­
ing one of 250,000s in 1970, there is a staggering problem of main­
taining order and discipline within its organization, so that its internal 
conflicts will not -perpetually threaten the existence of the political 
community. The coups and counter-coups that have marked the mili­
tary regime in the past ten years, do not only deplete its stock of 
legitimacy, but also release passions of rivalry, ambition, and vindic­
tiveness which have negative consequences not only for the internal 
cohesion of military organization but for consolidating the federal 
government authority and its capacity to induce development through 
national planning.

The central issue that arises out of our discussion so far is the prob­
lem of legitimacy. There arc many “authorities” in Nigeria which are 
competing with the central authority for the grant of legitimacy and 
allegiance by the wider society. If the question is addressed: To whom 
should the primary loyalty and sense of identification and commitment 
be given in Nigeria? To an outsider who is unfamiliar with the central 
problem of a developing country such as Nigeria, the question may 
seem uncalled for because the answer in the circumstances of several 
‘older’ states is quite obvious. For instance, a typical American citizen 
has been ‘socialized’ to give his primary loyalty and affection to the 
American nation; then he can defer to his particular state, county, city
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and so on. This claim can also be made for a typical citizen in Britain 
or the Soviet Union. While all the citizens in the older states may not 
give their primary loyalty to the state, the majority of them do. Let us 
now find out what the answer to our question will be in Nigeria. To be 
sure, the state as our Table I below illustrates is not the recipient of 
the primary loyalty and identification in Nigeria.

Most Nigerians retain very strong ties and affection for their primary 
groups, families, kinships, villages, clans, town communities; and 
thereby easily grant legitimacy to the local authorities out of sheer 
habit and custom. They equally have very close identification with 
their ethnic groups, which became highly mobilized with the introduc­
tion of western education and cash economy. As the ethnic groups and 
cultural associations served as dependable vehicles and platforms for 
mediating the discontinuities which generally accompanied the process 
of “modernization”, the majority of Nigerians identify closely with 
their ethnic groups and easily grant them legitimacy for both cultural, 
economic and political activities. Identification with individual authori­
ties was more of a phenomenon before than after the attainment of 
independence. It has been so transitory that none of the three Nigerian 
dominant civilian leaders—Bello, Azikiwe, and Awolowo—had enough 
of it at any one time to transpose it to the central government. 
Nigerians so far have not seen enough “charisma” in any single leader 
—military or civilian—to allow him to generate personal legitimacy in 
choice of policy or structures of government. The regional (state) 
governments are recipients of greater legitimacy and identification 
than the national state and its agencies. Invariably a particular ethnic 
group views a given region or state’s government as its “own” and 
other regions and states as “their own”. Undoubtedly, “our own” 
states or regions are entitled to a high degree of legitimacy even when 
their performance may be quite below expected standards, while “their 
own” states or regions are not entitled to legitimacy even when their 
performance is above average. Consequently, each region or state 
derives its legitimacy from a particular dominant ethnic group which, 
because of what is generally considered as “ethnic interest” grants 
its support without giving much consideration to the performance of 
the state government. Invariably it is only those who consider them­
selves ‘minorities’ within a given state or region that constantly require 
a regional or state government to “earn” its legitimacy through sys­
tems of “payoffs”.

In the scheme of things in Nigeria, the national state is considered 
last, even though its increased responsibilities and position warrant 
that it should be placed first. As the central regime is viewed largely 
in terms of governmental outcomes, each group in the wider society 
sees representation in the state authority structure as a zero sum game. 
Those who consider themselves unrepresented in the state authority



z © p
u

z w e
a 
§
u

e> a
a o 
an

£ 
5 
I
W 
0 
g 
2 
75 g 
K 
O

1
3 
M

H

£>
■c
a
S
eg

8

£

■g^
Gj *“*

M) P 
f s
“ c-S

•fl 
i s 
o ’§>» 
are 
S £ a

•f 
s
I § 
•o ’« 

g£ 
&•'§ 
GJ J> 

•§s 

p
O 
■J’S

u< tn QJ •-*

o 5*
8 8 O 
d " —■ >-4
co 
Gj

cn 

s-I n. 
o co 
U. GJ
6D_ 

.2 2 
Jg 3 
M 3

u o.

TO
£2 &,

1 a
g 

ihi h w k 8

S 8
2 S

£ S Grn

•- e «§
1 g | E 
H 5? a 8

egg 2 § «3 
■2 '= M S 2 >. 
■c u S 
s-§T 
g>°; 
I 5 S 
81:1

J bfl tn <u 

j5-i
p d <u e 2 s

« 5 
<d c '3 5 
5 & 

T3 

il
rt 

ui p 
t-a 
•2 S' 

Jig

a g-S
(D C <D 

—■ O > 

? s % 
hl 
" . .2

£

o5 
W) 

>fd 
& g g S 
•« % a £ >■«.« g 
^ »—< <v
■n 2 .E .£ 

Ms 1 d U M W

£ M & S’ 
•g 8.6 a _4 
2 || •§>«

■ “f ’6 Q. JS 
.■§>•£ S' &■ ° 4 2 
43 6 g > 00 5 “ •S W -| « .2 “ P 

frO &”i g 
GJ tn ~ gJ <L> 7"

•TO 13 13 
»E S 'O M g 

>-l ~ bD nJ 'S < ’P

& 8

Hi:! 
-.5- IM f 
15S g 
S E o - s g 2 

.BP o u .c '5b h 
Z -S ■£ H « 2 a

5

s' 8
S S

J2 2
2 3 
u 
“ §
g 2 3 O 3il i-h Isis:
*-h is.2- i„_ ,V| f|£ sag 
w £ ° O ° gu sO a § s i =

3 O S» g 
o cn C .-m o

„S w 4': S gZ^ 

•31 i 4-f! o2
43 S..Btn rq -*-* gj <v
•’- r> (J <D

h-t s ^s- 
OT TO T&o 
aao a s 3 a «2 g.

.g”Bb u

if Is &
— W 5 

u e 
.52 tn V —
e?&g « rt c 
8 8 £

aao



6

structure generally may withdraw their support from the state or at 
least remain indifferent to its activities. In a sense, withdrawal of sup­
port implies denial of legitimacy or the belief in the right of a regime 
to make decisions and choices on behalf of the society. As the granting 
and withdrawal of legitimacy is crucial to problems of consolidating 
the national authority and inducing social and economic changes in 
Nigeria through the civil service, we will in the following section 
elaborate the concept in greater detail.

Legitimacy: What is legitimacy? Why is it considered necessary for 
a central regime in Nigeria to acquire it? Why is it considered impor­
tant for the national civil service to be viewed as legitimate in order 
to perform its functions effectively? What are the sources of legitimacy 
to regimes in developing countries such as Nigeria? When can a regime 
be said to be having a legitimacy crisis? To be sure, answers to these 
questions are necessary in tackling our research problem.

First, the concept of legitimacy. When legitimacy is viewed from 
the perspective of the member of a political system it refers to a strong 
belief that it is proper and right to comply with policy choices and 
other requirements of a regime and political system. It is therefore a 
quality' endowed by the citizens which facilitates the exercise of 
authority. It principally accrues from the subjects to the political 
authorities and their agencies. Viewed from the perspective of the 
political authorities, legitimacy refers to the sentiment and feelings 
that if the activities and decision choices of the authorities come within 
some definable “zones”, they, the authorities, can expect compliance on 
the part of the members of the society.

Legitimacy is a quality which rulers cannot secure from the popu­
lation through the use of coercion or threat of it. Granting and with­
drawal of legitimacy to political authorities, regime, institutions and 
rules are entirely the prerogative of the wider society. Groups, indi­
viduals and sectors of the society can grant or withdraw their legitimacy 
to a regime according to their perception and evaluation about what 
activities and policy choices the regime ought to be pursuing. 
Legitimacy is not therefore permanently granted to a regime. All 
regimes, particularly those of the emergent states are primarily con­
cerned with seeking and sustaining legitimacy of their populations. 
While it is possible for new regimes such as the military regimes in 
Africa to come into existence through the use of force, no regime, no 
matter the scale of instruments of violence at its disposal, can endure 
for a long time without legitimacy. Undoubtedly, political authorities 
seek legitimacy for themselves and their regimes as it constitutes the 
most dependable means of securing compliance with and support of 
their policy decisions. The acquisition and exercise of political authority 
are made easier and more effective if the majority of the population
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consider the incumbents of authority roles and authority structures 
legitimate.7 On the other hand, the exercise of political authority by a 
regime as well as its agencies, is made difficult in a social environment 
such as that of Nigeria where several independent contenders of state 
power constantly challenge the legitimacy of incumbents of authority 
roles. Consequently, a belief in the legitimacy of political authorities 
provides a basis for stabilizing the day to day activities of a political 
system.8 Furthermore, legitimacy guarantees the authorities compliance 
as they seek to mobilize resources, regulate behaviour, carry out admin­
istrative reforms or induce economic and social changes through 
national planning. Attainment of compliance through a “reservoir of 
good will” of the population makes it possible for a regime to invest 
societal resources in other goals and objectives which will later increase 
its legitimacy. The “older” states such as the United States of America 
and the emergent states as Nigeria can be compared in terms of 
legitimacy that stems from the population to the national political 
authorities. While the “older” states are marked by a high degree of 
legitimacy because of greater “institutionalization” of their institutions 
and structures; the “newer” states are characterized by low degree of 
legitimacy, because the central institutions and structures have not 
been popularly accepted by their wider societies.9 However, some older 
states such as Portugal and Italy from time to time drift from high to 
low legitimacy continuum.

Legitimacy and Compliance: As we pointed out earlier, legitimacy 
is the ‘cheapest’ and most dependable means of securing compliance. 
The other two sources are coercion and “payoffs” (benefits and re­
wards). Coercion involves threat or use of force in order to induce a 
“reluctant” compliance with government decision choices. Because of 
fear of punishment, reprisal and deprivation, groups and individuals 
comply with coercion or threat of it. But this method of attaining 
compliance is very expensive and requires heavy investment of scarce 
societal resources in the mechanisms of the police state. Given the low 
legitimacy that marks several emergent states, their regimes ars usually 
tempted to rely on coercion as a primary means of attaining com­
pliance. For instance, Mobutu used coercion to eliminate powerful con­
tenders of state authority who were accused of “conspiring” against his 
regime.10 Milton Obote used force to consolidate national authority in 
Uganda. He forcefully eliminated the independent power enjoyed by 
Uganda’s historic kingdoms. Obote himself was later a victim of 
coercion. He was ousted by General Idi Amin who did not only remove 
all his supporters from position of influence but eliminated all his 
real and potential enemies.11 Perhaps the most chilling and terrifying 
use of coercion to secure compliance is illustrated by the violence prone 
regime of Micombero of Burundi. He used force to eliminate thousands
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Legitimacy, Authority, and Power: Authority at any level in the 
society presumes a superior-subordinate relationship. At the level of 
the polity, authority, refers to the right to speak on behalf of the state, 
and make binding decisions that control the behaviour of individuals 
and groups in the society. Every polity has authority structures such 
as the executive, legislature, the courts, civil service, statutory' boards, 
agencies, political parties, electoral commissions, through which 
authority roles are acquired and exercised. In many ‘developed’ polities,

of Hutu leaders who challenged the dominance of the central authority 
by Tutsi, who constitute only 15 per cent of the population.12 
The extensive use of coercion erodes the sense of legitimacy and there­
by depletes the effectiveness of national political authority. It reduces 
the reliance on formal structures as a means of conflict resolution and 
decision making. It alienates people against the government and thus 
may lead to what Parsons refers to as “power deflation”. It encourages 
the opponents of incumbents of government to rely on violence as a 
means of attaining their goals. Again, the spate of military coups that 
characterizes African politics illustrates that extreme reliance on 
coercion has not helped much in consolidation of national authority. 
As Zolberg put it:

The coups is normal consequence of the show down between a govern­
ment and its opponents who use force against each other in a situation 
where the force at the disposal of government is very limited.13
The third means of securing complience with policy choices is payoffs. 
In fragmented polities which are deficient in affective ties toward 
government, regimes elicit compliance by positive inducements or 
reciprocal exchanges. Regimes thus use rewards and benefits to en­
gender compliance by engaging in a form of specific bargaining. For 
instance, securing of compliance from a number of groups, individuals, 
or some sectors in the society may be subject to the imperatives of 
good performance in the economic sector, lowering taxes, increasing 
unemployment benefits, modernizing agriculture, carrying out land 
and administrative reforms, providing universal and free education. 
Generation of compliance through a system of payoffs has obvious 
disadvantages. It is very costly and involves extensive investment of 
scarce resources to satiate specific demands. It is highly utilitarian, 
because it works only whenever a regime is able to deliver the goods. 
Regimes that earn their right to govern by virtue of their performance 
run the risk of repudiation as a result of non-performance.14 Conse­
quently most of the African regimes which earn compliance with their 
policies through payoffs are highly vulnerable as they often lack enough 
resources to redeem all their promises. In the final analysis, legitimacy 
remains the cheapest means of securing compliance.
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the authority structures are more integrated and ‘rooted’ with the wider 
society, but several ‘developing’ states are marked by more atomized 
and fragmented authority structures of which the ones at national level 
are generally “transfer institutions”. On the other hand, power is the 
capacity to enforce decisions. Power possession invariably involves the 
ability to do something, to act, enforce, sometimes to reward the 
compliant, persuade the recalcitrant, punish the offender, mediate over 
conflict and coerce the intransigent. Besides exercise of power can be 
reflected in demonstration of confidence and quality of leadership. The 
substance of power is always contingent on the available societal re­
sources. These resources which are categorized by social scientists in 
various ways, usually include material resources such as means of pro­
duction, physical infrastructure and intangible resources, such as quality 
of leadership, esteem, prestige, information, influence, status and coer­
cion. The possession of these resources confers a regime potential power 
to exercise authority. But this is not enough, for it is possible for 
occupants of authority roles to have resources of power and yet lack 
legitimacy. Consequently, possesion of power resources and acquisition 
of authority roles are not by themselves enough to make the exercise 
of authority effective. A regime must in addition earn the legitimacy 
of the wider society in order to secure compliance with and support of 
policy choices. The central problem that confronts the emergent states 
of Africa is how to create a legitimate authority. Given their slim 
resource base, they are faced with the critical choice of investing their 
scarce resources among such competing and pressing goals as creation, 
retention, and maintenance of legitimated authority, inducing econo­
mic and social change and carrying out administrative reforms. As each 
choice has an opportunity cost, the African leaders are generally 
guided first by what is politically feasible and secondly by what is 
technically sound. African leaders make their choices in reference to 
the objective situation rather than on the basis of “universal desiderata”. 
Often self interests, the need to survive, are played off against the 
needs for economic development and administrative reforms. In 
several circumstances, national planning or administrative development 
is undertaken to the extent that it enhances the securing of compliance 
and induces a sense of legitimacy. They seek solutions to legitimacy 
problems which accommodate the congeries of independent ‘authorities’ 
that constitute the wider society.

Sources of Legitimacy: Ideologies are means of securing legitimacy. 
Ideologies espouse belief in the rightness of a regime. They articulate 
sets of ideals, ends, and purposes which interpret the past, explain the 
present and offer a vision of the future. An ideology is a type of 
“political religion” which is directed to “capture” the imagination of 
all the members of the wider society and thereby mobilize their sup-
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port. A legitimating ideology consists of two main components—the 
‘consummatory’ which is future oriented and the ‘instrumental’, which 
emphasizes the immediate and practical advantages of supporting a 
regime. An ideology has several uses. Apart from legitimating a 
regime, it calls for sacrifices and individual discipline, thrift and sav­
ings. It ‘solicits’ ruthless capital accumulation in order to facilitate 
industrialization.15 The plural nature of the emergent states of Africa 
has inhibited the use of ideology as a means of legitimating political 
authority.

Structural Legitimacy: This accrues to a regime from the institu­
tions and structures of a political system such as the executives, the 
courts, the legislatures, the political parties, and the bureaucracies. In 
order for political structures to serve as a source of legitimacy they 
must be perceived by individuals and groups in the wider society as 
valuable and beneficial. Members of a regime may be ‘legitimated’ by 
reason that they acquire power and exercise public authority via 
structures and institutions which have been legitimated. The more 
a given set of institutions and structures survive and adjust to changes 
and vicissitudes of time, the more they are able to build up reserves 
of legitimacy. Such structures provide dependable and convenient 
source of legitimacy so long as the rules and spirit of the institutions 
are not tampered with. In several ‘older’ states such as the United 
States, Britain and Japan, the constitutional political structures such 
as the congress, the monarchy, and the emperor generate good reservoir 
of legitimacy to the incumbents of authority roles. However, structural 
legitimacy as experiences of Italy and recently Ethiopia have shown 
may wane and cease to provide a dependable means of ensuring 
political stability. The constitutions and political structures of the new 
states are lacking in this type of legitimacy, because they are not 
‘legitimated’ by the wider society. These structures are so ‘recent’ and 
contain such ‘alien’ provisions that the several ‘legitimated’ traditional 
authorities in the wider environment do not perceive them as valuable 
and beneficial.

Personal Legitimacy: Occupants of authority roles may generate 
personal or ‘charismatic’ legitimacy if they are perceived by individuals 
and groups in the society as being endowed with special leadership 
qualities such as the “gift of grace”. Consequently, a wide variety of 
personal attributes such as heroism, selflessness, oratorical skill, devo­
tion, confidence and style of government, help to determine the extent 
of deference a leader may earn from the wider society. However, it is 
possible for some leaders who lack ‘charismatic’ appeal, but who are 
able to manipulate large numbers of people to believe in qualities 
which in fact they do not possess, to engender personal legitimacy.16
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The Nigerian pre and post independent federal constitutions 
and structures did not serve as dependable means for legitimat­
ing the authorities of federal government and the civil service.

The study argues that Nigerian federal constitution, with adequate 
provisions for federal and state jurisdiction, as well as formal structures 
such as House of Representatives and Senate, and Supreme Court, 
did not grow out of the needs and interests of the wider environment. 
Rather the constitution emerged as a result of a series of negotiations, 
bargainings, and compromises, first, among the leading Nigerian 
politicians, and secondly between them and the British colonial officials 
in London.

From the onset, the Federal constitution did not derive much legiti­
macy from the wider society which scarcely knew the implications of 
its provisions. Given the failure of federal arrangements in several 
emergent states—West Indies, Malaysia, Central Africa, and Mali— 
its appropriateness as a means of creating, maintaining, and consolidat­
ing a legitimated political authority in environment characterized by 
plural groups with long and differing roots has been questioned by 
several scholars of African politics.'7 As federalism entails dispersal 
of authority and power between two sets of governments which are 
each within a sphere coordinate and independent, it hardly serves as 
means of building legitimated authority in environment marked with 
strong centrifugal forces as that of Nigeria. As the Nigerian federal 
constitution between 1954 and 1966 hardly drew any legitimacy from

Personal legitimacy is viewed as a temporary substitute for ideological 
and institutional legitimacy and it can be transferred to each. The 
demise of Nkrumah and Sukarno illustrates that personal legitimacy 
vanishes as soon as a leader appears to be devoid of his “magical 
power” or to be “forsaken by his god”.

Creation and development of a legitimated central authority remains 
the crux of institution building problems in a developing state such as 
Nigeria. The problem is accentuated as the new states lack institutions 
and structures which can provide normative sources of compliance with 
their decision choices. Besides several of them cannot secure compli­
ance through positive inducements as they are severely constrained by 
lack of resources. Under the circumstances, most of the new states in 
spite of the rhetoric, cannot accelerate the pace of economic develop­
ment through national planning, nor implement far-reaching admin­
istrative reforms. Their objective situation compels them to adopt a 
policy of “muddling through” in a continued search for solutions to 
their legitimacy and authority problems.

From the above discussions we will now develop further propositions 
that will form the basis of our study.
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Until recently all talks about administrative and organizational re­
forms in Nigeria did not yield much result, because the federal govern­
ment lacked a reservoir of good will which is necessary to implement 
reforms. However, the successful conclusion of the Nigerian civil war 
and the strengthening of federal authority which have been made 
possible by unity of military command and increases in federal govern­
ment oil wealth had enabled the federal authorities to implement some 
structural and administrative reforms which no civilian regime before 
1966 would have been capable of implementing. The impact of these 
reforms is yet to be assessed. Moreover, the federal government in

(iii) Administrative reforms which are directed to improve perfor­
mance can only be carried out by a regime which has a 
dependable source of legitimated authority.

the wider society the exercise of central political authority was pre­
mised on the “politician’s agreement” between the dominant political 
leaders and their parties—the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) 
which espoused communalist principles and the National Council of 
Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) which espoused a type of populist 
nationalism. The exclusion of another regional party, the Action 
Group (AG), which had a powerful regional base support, constantly 
posed a threat to the legitimacy of the federal government. Had the 
Nigerian leaders combined skilful leadership with other societal re­
sources, perhaps Nigeria would have been saved from a bloody three- 
year civil war which in effect stemmed from a legitimacy crisis. 
However, they did not, and their excesses not only eroded the 
legitimacy of the political structure, but constrained the effectiveness 
of the federal and state civil services.

(ii) In a federation marked by a weak central political authority 
and powerful and legitimated regional governments, which have 
independent resource base, the regional civil services tend to 
be more effective than the central one.

Our study will show that between 1954 and 1966, the Nigerian 
regional civil services were more effective in implementing moderate 
economic and social policies as they derived normative inducements 
from the regional governments. The regional governments had con­
siderable independent resource base and derived their legitimacy from 
highly mobilized ethnic groups and dominant regional parties. On the 
other hand, the federal civil service was less effective as the exercise 
of the federal authority rested more on the agreement and consent of 
the regional overlords than on the legitimacy granted to it by the wider 
society.
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1. The concept of tradition is used here as a residual concept. It is a cate­
gory which covers a number of different social systems which are at 
varying stages of “social mobilization”. These social systems become 
similar only when they are contrasted with “modernity”. In a sense, 
there is no longer a ‘pure’ traditional society as each ‘old’ Nigerian 
society incorporates some elements of “modernity”. However, these 
social systems arc ‘traditional’ to the extent that the predominant prin­
ciples that regulate their behaviour are determined more by ‘ascriptive’ 
rather than ‘universal’ considerations.

Nigeria still has to eam a reservoir of legitimacy from the new institu­
tions and structures which it is trying to create as well as from its 
other policy choices and actions.

The rest of the study is arranged as follows: Chapter two 
focuses on the various plural independent clusters of power in the 
Nigerian social environment primarily because the degree of legitimacy 
they grant to the central political authorities and the civil service help 
to determine the effectiveness of their policy choices and actions. 
Chapter three discusses events and processes that led to the emergence 
of the federal and state governments in Nigeria and their administrative 
machines. It analyzes the authority relationships between the federal 
and state governments and how this has affected the development, 
functions, and performances of the federal and state civil services. 
Furthermore, it discusses how the weakening of the authority of the 
federal government by strong centrifugal forces led to the collapse of 
Nigerian federation in 1966. It concludes by discussing the features 
of the “new federalism” which is marked by some ‘increments’ in the 
legitimacy of the federal government as well as increases in the func­
tions of the federal civil service. Chapters four and five which deal 
with planning and problems of implementation, illustrate that planning 
is undertaken in Nigeria primarily to build legitimacy for central and 
regional political authorities and second to induce moderate economic 
and social changes. Attainment of these goals are severely constrained 
by such problems as those of infrastructure, organizational ahd manage­
ment constraints, and corruption. Successful planning and implemen­
tation in the final analysis can only be undertaken in normal 
circumstances by a regime with a legitimated political authority having 
a sound resource base. Chapter six is the conclusion and re-examines the 
various techniques which Nigeria and other African states have used 
in creating and maintaining legitimated authority.
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Commenting on the social function of ‘consensual’ idealogy, David Apter 
states: “With the addition of political religion, the mobilization system 
becomes a prototype for what ought to obtain in other systems. The state 
is not only the teacher and guide for its own citizens it is a religious 
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TABLE 2. THE POPULATION OF TEN LARGEST 
ETHNIC GROUPS IN NIGERIA (1963 CENSUS)

THE NIGERIAN SOCIAL 
ENVIRONMENT

Hausa 
Yoruba 
Igbo 
Fulani 
Kanuri 
Ibibio 
Tiv 
Ijaw 
Edo 
Annang

MALE

5,936,424 
5,767,978 
4,684,849 
2,448,537 
1,149,473 

982,010 
711,481 
522,661 
473,002
332,173

FEMALE

5,716,321
5,552,531
4,561,539
2,335,829
1,109,618 
1,024,479

682,168
566,224
481,968
342,831

TOTAL

11,652,745 
11,320,509 
9,246,388 
4,784,366 
2,259,091 
2,006,486 
1,393,649 
1,088,885

954,970 
675,004

The Nigerian social environment is characterised by several tradi­
tional societies with ethnic homelands. The societies vary considerably 
in terms of their cultural heritage, language, patterns of western contact 
and population. Acording to the 1963 census, the population of the 
ten largest ethnic groups are as follows:

In order to come to grips with the problems posed to state authority 
by cultural pluralism in Nigeria, we shall briefly analyze three 
dominant traditional societies: Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. Though the 
social, political and economic organization principles upon which these 
societies were premised differed considerably, yet as traditional 
societies they shared some common features. Before the British contact, 
each of them had a degree of occupational differentiation. Roles such 
as those of craftsmen, hunters, traders, farmers, workers of metal, 
wood and leather existed in each of the three societies. To a certain 
extent each of them practiced slavery and engaged in active slave trade 
during the nineteenth century. Though entry into their elitist groups 
was not as open as it is in those of several industrialized and modem 
societies, yet each, in a way allowed an 
less privileged but talented citizens.1

Source: Nigeria Handbook, 1973, Lagos. Federal Ministry of Information, 
April 1973, p. 131.
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THE HAUSA
The Hausas are the largest ethnic group in Nigeria. They are mainly 

Islamic people and are quite spread out in many parts of Northern 
Nigeria. Their principal cities and towns include Kano, Katsina, 
Sokoto and Zaria. Before the Fulani invasion in 1804, the Hausa estab­
lished flourishing kingdoms, and states whose fame and importance 
extended to the North Africa. Following the Fulani religious wars of 
1804, most of the Hausa polities were conquered by Fulani Islamic 
lords. While the new Fulani overlords introduced Fulani dynasties, 
they incorporated the Hausa language, economic, social and political 
institutions. LeVine describes this enmeshing of the Hausa and Fulani 
kingdoms succinctly: “The Hausa language, Islamic religion and 
slavery provided a framework for the rapid assimilation of large 
numbers of alien persons into the traditional Hausa culture as modified 
by the Fulani conquerors”.2 The Hausa traditional political system was 
highly centralized.3 Unlike the Igbo system, it had more elaborate 
structures and organs for performance of societal roles. There was a 
central bureaucracy, having linkages with several peripheral com­
munities within an Hausa emirate. There were also structures for law 
enforcement, tax collection, articulation and processing of demands 
and external defense. At the head of an Hausa political system is an 
Emir who was in many respects a political sovereign. Though he was 
surrounded with a number of political elites as palace advisers, he 
exercised substantial authority and influence throughout his domain. 
The position and prestige of the Emir were enhanced by the enormous 
resources he commanded. He presided over an extensive patronage 
system; and used his resources not only to reward supporters, but also 
to punish those who challenged him or dared exercise independent 
political power. Hence, the principal means of rising to the top political 
hierarchy in an Hausa system is through “patron-client relations”. 
Attainment of political office became the main instrument of acquiring 
wealth and social position. Besides, the clientage system was widely 
practised in the population and was a common feature in all the sub­
systems of the society.4

In summary, the Hausa traditional political system “was a status 
system which strongly favoured qualities of servility, respect for 
authority, allegiance to the powerful and rejected qualities of indepen­
dence, achievement, self-reliant action and initiative”.5

IGBO
The Igbo political, social and economic institutions come under the 

variant usually referred to as “segmented system”,6 although there are 
isolated kingdoms such as those of Arochuku, Onitsha and Oguta. The 
segmented social system is characterized by several communities enjoy­
ing relative degrees of political authority with complex linkages with
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TABLE 3. THE STRUCTURE OF AN IGBO 
POLITICAL COMMUNITY

the periphery. The commonest unit of social organization is the 
extended family—timunna. Members of the family are bound by kin­
ship ties, and its eldest member exercises considerable power and 
authority over other members. Several groups of families make up an 
Igbo village. A number of villages will constitute a political community; 
hence there are several independent political communities in Igboland 
before the British contact.

as independent and sovereign 
tenuous relationships with one 

as an ethnic group is therefore a

These political communities existed 
states and had only minimal and 
another. The emergence of Igbo 
modem phenomenon.

The Igbo had scarcely urban organization or islamic influence in 
the pre-colonial days.7 Before the British established its presence in 
Igboland, contact with Europe was maintained mainly through the 
Aros, a sub-Igbo group who lived on the South Eastern fringe of Igbo 
territory. The Aros gradually penetrated the Igbo heartland and estab­
lished flourishing trading and religious centres. Despite the absence of 
centralized and consolidated political authority, the Igbos had several 
similarities in matters of structures, norms and customs.

Every Igbo community in a sense, could be described as an open 
society. Invariably each community was administered by a council of 
elders.8 The Council was made up of titled men, some heads of 
families, warlords, heads of secret societies and age-grades; men of 
wealth and outstanding talents. Political decisions were reached not by 
a single leader, but by collective effort of the members of the council. 
Often issues were fully discussed, alternative courses and their conse­
quences were considered. Talented and informed members led discus­
sions and exercised greater influence in decisional outcomes.
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THE YORUBA
The Yorubas are by far the largest ethnic group in both Western 
Nigeria and the Federal territory of Lagos. They are made up of 
several sub-cultural groups and clans, the most important of which are: 
Ife, Egba, Ijebu, Owo, Ilesha, Ekiti, Ondo and Ibadan.11 The Yorubas 
have myth of common descent from Oduduwa who was supposed to 
have ‘descended’ from heaven. As the Yorubas regarded Oduduwa as 
their progenitor, their rulers often claimed to be direct lineal descen­
dants of Oduduwa12. It was from the ancestral home of Ile-Ife that 
the “children” of Oduduwa went forth to become the founders of king­
doms and dynasties in all parts of Yorubaland.13 Ile-Ife has since 
remained an important cultural and religious center for all the 
Yorubas.24 Before the penetration of the British into the Yoruba heart­
land, the various Yoruba kingdoms were often warring against each

Another common feature of Igbo political system is the existence 
of titled and secret societies. Membership of these societies entailed 
payment of fees, feasting of the old members, and performance of ritual 
ceremonies.9 Though the membership was usually open to free bom, 
yet the rich and the successful in trades and professions, the religious 
and oracle leaders often had an easier access to it than the poor and 
lowly placed. In several communities the titled and secret societies 
constituted the ruling elites or the dominant power group. Most titles 
were not inherited. They reverted to the community once their holders 
died. As the societies became more “institutionalized”, they became 
mechanisms through which men of wealth and war heroes could at­
tain high social status. Achievement rather than ascription constituted 
the main route of attaining upward mobility in Igbo society. In com­
paring the Igbo and Hausa societies in terms of their achievement 
orientation LeVine points out that:
“The over-all picture which emerges of the traditional Ibo status system is 
not only of an open system in which any free man could attain high 
status, but of one that placed a premium on occupational skill, enterprise 
and initiative. The man more likely to rise socially is the one who was 
sufficiently self motivated to work hard and cleverly marshall available 
resources in the cause of increasing his wealth... As a large centralized 
and highly differentiated hierarchy of ranks, the Hausa status system 
entailed much greater differences in wealth, power and prestige between 
the top and bottom statuses than the Ibo system ... The ideal successful 
Hausa man seems to have been the office holder who faithfully supported 
his superior and rewarded his followers; the Ibo ideal appears to have 
been the energetic and industrious farmer or trader who aggrandized 
himself personally through productive or distributive activity. By Ibo 
standards the Hausa ideal was overdependent and confining to the in­
dividual; by Hausa standards, the Ibo ideal was dangerously selfish and 
anarchic”.10
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Peter Lloyd states:

There has always been a delicate balance of power between the 
chiefs who made the policy and the Obas whose sacred status 
commanded such authority as will ensure obedience. If the Oba 
misused his power he might be deposed by his Chiefs who will ask 
him to die.22

In spite of the constraints that limit the power of a Yoruba monarch, 
he could still, as a patron of his political community, distribute many 
favors to his favorites and clients. The patronage system which was 
part of the Yoruba social traditions sometimes made the monarch 
acquire influence and importance higher than those of his chief and 
titled men. This resembled the Hausa clientage system, but the Yoruba 
kings did not control and dispense such wealth as Hausa governing 
elites.23 When also compared with the Igbo social structure, the

other; thereby making their political communities vulnerable to out­
side attack and invasion.15 As a result of their internal feuds and con­
flicts the Yorubas lost Ilorin, one of the most important sub-cultural 
groups to the Fulani invaders.16 However, the Yorubas learned their 
lesson after the Fulani invasion of Ilorin, closed ranks and prevented 
further penetration by the Fulanis of the Yoruba heartland.

Though the Yorubas lacked common leadership and were divided 
into several political kingdoms, their traditional political systems can 
be classified as “centralized chiefdom”.17 Similarity of political cul­
ture and behavior of these chiefdoms stems from the myth of common 
descent and conquest. The Community’s Chief, the Oba, had greater 
legitimacy in the eyes of his people and secured greater compliance 
from them if his claim to rulership was solid and he was able to trace 
his lineage to Oduduwa. As Oduduwa was regarded as the founder of 
the Yorubas, the Oba was regarded as the founder of his political 
community.18 As an Oba—King—his power and authority were highly 
circumscribed. His prestige and ritual status far exceeded his political 
power.19 Immediately below an Oba were lesser provincial and village 
chieftains who exercised some measure of military, administrative and 
ritual powers. The chief’s titles were often hereditary and they are 
representative of major territorial and associational groups in the com­
munity.20 The congregation of the community’s chiefs constituted the 
Oba’s council. Unlike his Hausa counterpart, a Yoruba monarch was 
not a free agent. Fundamental and many “routine” decisions were 
made by the Oba's council. Apart from the council, there were other 
checks and balances that tended to make him a constitutional rather 
than an absolute ruler. These include various differentiated occupa­
tional groups, and secret societies such as Ogboni society.21 The 
Yoruba Monarch could be dethroned or replaced by his council. 
Summarizing the constraints surrounding the institution of Obaship
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Yoruba society was “intermediate” between the Igbo which was seg­
mented and achievement oriented and the Hausa system which was 
highly centralized and premised on extensive clientage principles.

The establishment of British administration in Nigeria diluted to 
varying degrees, the nature of the various traditional societies in 
Nigeria. Western patterns of schools, roads, communication and trans­
portation were established. Cash economy followed almost immediately, 
and this led to the emergence of economic institutions such as mining 
manufacture, commerce, and chambers of commerce. The new market 
economy drew young men and women into new urban communities for 
paid labor. Within the urban communities emerged new social groups 
such as “nationalists”, merchants, petty traders, small shopkeepers, 
professional men such as lawyers, doctors, engineers, architects, senior 
civil servants, company managers, transport owners, and teachers. 
The number of these groups which instituted the new economic, 
political, social elites varied from one ethnic group to another. These 
new groups competed among themselves and with the traditional elites 
for whatever scarce goods and services the colonial administration 
could offer.

The new social groups did not shed their varied traditional values 
and belief systems, rather they accommodated them with adopted wes­
tern values and belief system. Depending on where they were and 
what they wanted, their actions and behavior were guided by both 
belief systems and values. They formed ethnic and cultural associations 
in the urban centers to mediate the discontinuities arising from the 
encompassing process of “modernization”, and to advance their 
claims and competition against other groups in the society. The emer­
gence of the new urban groups did not lead to their enmeshing with 
their traditional elites, but increased the plural nature of the Nigerian 
societies as well as it aggravated competition for roles in both the 
traditional and the modern sectors of the economy. This competition 
for the “limited good” and factors that led to them will be described 
in detail below.

The existence of several heterogeneous societies as discussed above, 
implies that Nigerians, currently have no common political culture 
and belief system. Their absence inhibit the exercise of national 
authority. Political mobilization and participation which are neces­
sary steps towards the achievement of a legitimated national authority 
are aided in such communities as Britain, Japan, France with 
relatively homogeneous political culture, national language and religion. 
But in societies such as Nigeria and Zaire, there is a fundamental 
problem of evolving national political authority out of the various 
historic groups that constitute the state. Consequently, the existence 
of several legitmated authorities with conflicting values, norms, tradi­
tions, structures and visions of the world, attenuates the emergence of
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a strong national political center. Instead of transference of the main 
focus of loyalty and identity from peripheral areas to the national state, 
individuals attach themselves closely to their primary and kinship 
groups. It is argued that individual loyalty and identification are not 
permanently fixed, that the nature of issues and conflicts in a society 
help to determine the intensity and levels of loyalty and identification. 
This observation holds more for integrated and industrialized states 
than fragmented societies. As Ken Post recent study on Nigeria shows, 
individuals in a plural society are more likely always to identify with 
their ethnic groups on many national issues, than with the central 
political authority of their common political system.24 This implies 
that their loyalty on several issues is attached to their primary and 
ethnic groups.

Another factor which constrains the creation of legitimated national 
authority in Nigeria is the varied impact of colonial policies on the 
traditional institutions and structures. Lord Lugard, the first colonial 
Governor General of a unified Nigeria was much impressed by the 
elaborate political, social and economic infrastructure of the emirate 
system of the northern Nigeria, and less so with the southern institu­
tions especially those of the Igbos. He wanted to adapt the same to 
the purposes of British colonial administration. He therefore adopted 
a colonial policy which is generally referred as “indirect rule”.25 The 
policy aimed at not only rationalizing the British administration, con­
sidering the meagre human and material resources available to Lugard, 
but at preserving the traditional institutions and patterns of the emi­
rate system. To achieve these dual objectives, colonial officials were 
carefully inducted and instructed in their roles. Fundamental changes, 
penetration of western missionaries and schools were prohibited. In 
effect the Northern Nigerian was sealed off against the revolutionary 
impact of “modernization”.26

The policy of indirect rule was applied to the Southern Nigeria 
with hardly any deference to its traditional institutions and patterns. 
As the policy only tolerated incremental changes, it suited the tradi­
tional political elites of the Northern Nigeria. It left their traditional 
institutions and patterns almost intact at a time when their Southern 
counterparts were undergoing transformation. The indirect rule failed 
in the South, especially among the Igbos who detested the “hand 
picked” warrant Chiefs.

The differential effects of the colonial policy led to imbalances in 
the process of “social mobilization” and exposure to western educa­
tion, between Northern and Southern Nigeria. Generally the peoples 
of the South embraced western education more than their Northern 
counterparts. This led to the conversion of many people into Christian 
faith and their abandonment of traditional religion. As all instructions 
at higher level was given in English,
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“the Nigerian who acquired a knowledge of English had access to a 
vast new world of literature and of ideas and his contact with it 
awakened new aspirations, quickened the urge toward emulation and 
provided the notions and the medium for the expression of griev­
ances. Moreover, the English language (and its corrupted form, 
pidgin English) served as a lingua franca for communication among 
the cductcd elements of all tribes, a bond of decisive importance 
in the development of a pan-Nigerian or even a regional, nationalist 
movement”.27

Exposure to western education imparted several skills and knowledge 
which became invaluable assets in the newly introduced cash economy 
of Nigeria. Educated Southern Nigerians were employed in several 
positions as clerks, and artisans in the civil service and commercial 
firms, and in the ranks and files of the police force and the army.

Educational expansion in the South led to the emergence of a new 
group of Nigerians as political elites. Most of these people were sons 
of peasants who had no connections with the traditional political elites. 
The emergence of the new political elites resulted into reversal of 
status for the traditional elites in the South, as they yielded power and 
authority to the western educated elements.

Noting the educational gap between North and South, Coleman 
observed that: “of the total population over seven years of age 8.5 per 
cent were literate in roman script in all Nigeria, 16 per cent in the 
Eastern Nigeria, 18 per cent in tlie Western Nigeria and 2 per cent 
in the Northern Nigeria”.28

The differences can be explained partly as we noted earlier by the 
policy of the colonial Administration which shielded Northern 
Nigeria from Christian evangelization and western education. There 
were also reasons of geography and historical sequence of impact29 and 
the rate of ethnic group receptivity to the encompassing process of 
“modernization”. The disparity in western education was not only 
discernable between North and South but also existed in the South. 
The Yorubas because of their nearness to the coast and their early 
contact with the British had an early lead over other ethnic groups in 
the Southern Nigeria. Schwarz points out that

Yorubas had been exposed to western education at a much earlier 
date than any other group in Nigeria. They were the wealthiest 
Nigerians with a substantial middle class based on cocoa farming 
and their cities, Lagos, Abeokuta and Ibadan were Nigeria’s in­
tellectual and political centers.30

As early as in 1920’s the Yorubas had 12 practising barristers, and 8 
medical doctors, while the Igbos their present competitors had none.31 
This early differential in the impact of western education in the South 
explains why in order to catch up some ethnic groups mainly Igbos
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and the Ibibios formed cultural associations. These cultural associa­
tions speeded the expansion of western education by founding schools 
and colleges and by sponsoring students overseas. This process of 
“catching up” in the South created more tensions and violent competi­
tion between the Yorubas and Igbos. This led to stock taking and 
accusation of domination by some Yoruba and Igbo leaders.32 The 
competition between the Igbos and the Yorubas to maintain an 
educational lead resulted into distrust, lack of moderation, blurred com­
munication and the vision of each other through unfavorable stereo- 
types.33 Clashes between the Igbos and the Yorubas became common. 
It led to the removal of an Igbo Vice-Chancellor by the Yoruba domi­
nated Council of Lagos University. O’Connell also states that the 
“Clashes were decisive factors in preventing a Southern alliance to 
form a federal cabinet after the 1959 Federal election”.34 Abernethy 
notes that the Yoruba cool response to the news that Igbos had been 
massacred in the North and the isolation of the Igbo military leaders 
in the delicate negotiations following the July (1966) coup can be 
explained partly as a result of cleavage which was based in part on 
patterns of educational expansion dating back several decades.35

The impact of western education has so far not resulted into emer­
gence of national consciousness among Nigerians that transcend com­
munal and primary identification and loyalties. It has not led into 
enmeshing of Nigeria’s numerous ethnic groups which still have 
several diffuse cultural associations and loose sense of political com­
munity. Rather, it has resulted into their mobilization and consolida­
tion. Most Nigerians in spite of their periodic geographical mobility, 
change of urban residence, exposure to mass media, and desire for 
greater national integration, still have ethnic homeland and are greatly 
attached to them.

The growth of several urban centers such as Kaduna, Kano, 
Zaria, Jos, Ibadan, Lagos, Benin, Onitsha, Enugu, Calabar and Port 
Harcourt had not led into coalescence of many mobilized and differen­
tiated groups living and working in these urban areas. The urban 
centers are usually stratified into areas for the indigenes who are 
referred to as “sons of the soil” and areas for the other Nigerians who 
constitute the various categories of stranger elements. For instance, in 
Hausa cities, there are special quarters—sabnngaris—where mostly 
other Nigerians live. This is equally' a phenomenon of Igbo and 
Yoruba cities which have enclaves for the stranger elements. Several 
years of occupation of the other Nigerians in “foreign cities” do not 
qualify them for full assimilation and acceptance into their host’s 
culture and institutions rather it carries the notion of domination, 
especially when the economic achievements of the other Nigerians had 
become very pronounced. Cultural assimilation is made more difficult 
because “immigrant community” brings along not only its language
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N’OOO 
Actual

Amount 
1970-71 
19,241 
18,880 
25,714 
55,424 
25,142 
24,246 
19,258 
16,022 
16,508 
21,652 
14,112 
12,272

N’OOO 
Estimated 
Amount 
1974-75 
139,864 
101,073 
58,349 
47,385 
41,687 
34,951 
34,879 
30,077 
29,117 
28,147 
23,926 
20,705

Percentage 
change from 

1970-1971 to 
1974-75

626.9
435.3
126.9

14.5
65.8
44.2
81.1
87.7
76.4 
30.0 
69.5 
68.7

TABLE 4. REVENUE THROUGH STATUTORY 
ALLOCATIONS FROM FEDERAL GOVERNMENT BY STATE 
GOVERNMENTS (1970-71, 1973-75)

1973 
Estimated

Population
(M)
3.2
1.9
9.2

11.5
9.9
7.3
7.3
5.1
5.2
4.6
3.0
1.8

but also its religion. For example, the Igbos, Ibibios the Efiks and to 
some extent the Yorubas who migrated to Northern Nigeria are differ­
entiated from the Hausa Majority not only by their linguistic identi­
ties but by their Christianity, in contrast to Hausa Islamism. Hence, 
the cultural clusters in Nigerian urban centers emphasize group 
solidarity in religion, language and occupational differentiation.

The communal stratification and segregation of urban centers 
helped to politicize the cultural associations whose initial objectives 
were mainly welfare functions. As political organs, their new goals 
became protection of economic and political interests of their ethnic 
groups. The existence and competition of several cultural associa­
tions led to increased tensions and conflicts.36

Imbalances in the level of social mobilization amongst the various 
ethnic groups also led to imbalances in the distribution of societal 
resources commonly referred to by Nigerians as the “national cake”. 
The “national cake” in Nigerian context will at once include a variety 
of economic goods and services, location of federal institutions and in­
dustries, federal and state employment positions such as ambassadorial 
appointments, senior academic and administrative positions, chair­
manship of statutory corporations and boards; status, authority, power 
esteem and prestige.

Mid-West
Rivers
East Central
Western
North Eastern
Kano
North Western
Benue Plateau
North Central
South Eastern
Kwara
Lagos
Sources: Budget estimates and New Nigeria April 10, 1974, quoted in West 
Africa, No. 2976, fuly 1st, 1974, pp. 790-791.



26

As in all countries of late development, the central and regional 
civil services in Nigeria grew and expanded at a faster pace than the 
economic sector. They, therefore, acquired prestige and importance 
over and above other organizations in the private sector. This partly 
explains why key administrative positions in the public services and 
universities became subject to violent competition among the mobilized 
and differentiated members of the various ethnic groups.

In several respects the competition for the scarce societal resources 
became a zero sum game in which the various ethnic groups had high 
stakes. Each ethnic group alone or in coalition with others aspired to 
control the federal and state governments, as such control resulted into 
acquisition of more “national cake”. Those who lost and were not 
incorporated into the national and state executive councils often 
developed relative sense of deprivation and insecurity. They demon­
strated their disgust and frustration not only by withdrawing their 
support from the “unrepresentative” government, but also by directing 
their contempt, anger and antagonism against the dominant ethnic 
groups.

One of the main causes of ethnic conflicts between the Yorubas and 
the Igbos was their stiff competition for control of the scarce national 
resources. The Igbos who arrived late both in exposure to western 
education and cash economy speeded their process of “catching up” 
with the Yorubas in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Thus “catching up” with 
the Yorubas exacerbated the Yorubas alienation and distrust against 
the “intruding and aggressive” Igbos.37 Melson and Wolpe state this 
succinctly.

In a real sense it is their equality rather than their inequality which 
is at the heart of contemporary Igbo/Yoruba communal conflict. In 
short, communal (ethnic) mobility rather than producing a sense of 
competitive gain and satisfaction, may lead to a deepening sense of 
relative deprivation and communal insecurity.38
The scarcity of goods and services apparently generates the value 

of “the limited good" hence, the competition for what are peceived 
as limited supply: jobs, contracts, scholarships, revenue, political seats, 
industries, opportunities and means of access to all these. The per­
ceived scarcity of these goods arises also from the value attached to 
them in the country’s stratification system.

While the Igbos and the Yorubas competed for dominance in the 
federal public service, the Nonh which controlled the federal govern­
ment politically used its power to ensure that most of the vital 
expenditure in the 1962-66 development plan, was carried out in the 
North. Some of these vital programs include the Niger Dam (£68.1 
million), the Defence item of £29.7 million, £39.2 million for Health 
and Education, £12 million for the Bornu Railway Extension and £35.3 
million for roads mainly in the North.39
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Assuming the impossible were feasible ... that this collection of self 
contained and mutually independent native states, separated from 
one another ... by great distances, by differences of history, and 
tradition and by ethnological, racial, tribal, political, social religious

Gradually the Hausas, Yorubas and the Igbos emerged as the three 
dominant groups competing for the control of the societal resources. 
Each saw the control of the Federal and State governments as an im­
portant strategy for acquiring greater share of the national resources. 
In a sense, the state and the national elections in Nigeria, especially 
the Federal election of 1964, the Western Nigerian regional election of 
1965, which generated violent conflicts and threatened the existence of 
the political community could be seen as part of the struggle by the 
three dominant ethnic groups to control the means of access to power 
and wealth.40

In each of the former three regions of Nigeria, the leadership also 
controlled a political party, which was the main machinery for patron­
client relationships. Noting the role of the political party in the 
Nigerian clientage system Sklar states “In every region, the party 
waxed fat in its house of patronage. It had money, favors, jobs, honors 
to distribute among those who support it”.41 Below we shall analyze 
the patterns of party and regional alliances in a bid to control the 
regional and federal governments.

The competition to control the State and the Federal government 
and thereby control the societal resources also affected the patterns 
and sequences of constitutional development in Nigeria. Northern and 
Southern Nigeria developed separately, in spite of Lugard’s amal­
gamation of Southern and Northern protectorates of Nigeria in 1914. 
Nigeria, until 1946 did not evolve common institutions, norms and 
understandings that would have aided National consciousness and 
confer legitimacy to the nationalists from both South and North of 
the country. The policy of separate development not only insulated 
Northern Nigeria from the main stream of Nigerian nationalist move­
ment, but also created suspicion in the minds of the emerging Northern 
Nigerian political elites about the intensions of Southern nationalists.

The opportunity for accelerating National integration was missed 
in 1922 when a Legislative Council was established in Lagos. While 
Southern Nigeria had representatives in the Legislature, the North had 
none.42 Because Nigeria contained several traditional societies, there 
was no doubts in the minds of many colonial Governors that Nigeria 
did not constitute a single ‘nation’ hence their pursuit of exclusive and 
divisive policies which tended to favor the relatively dormant North 
and alienate the more articulate South. This observation stood out 
clearly in Clifford’s dismissal of the concept of a single Nigerian 
nation:
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barriers were indeed capable of being welded into a single homo­
geneous nation... a deadly blow would thereby be struck at the 
root of national self government in Nigeria which secures to each 
separate people the right to maintain its identity, its individuality 
and its nationality, its own chosen form of government and the 
peculiar political and social institutions which have been evolved 
for it by the wisdom and accumulated experience of generations of 
its forbears.43

It was therefore not surprising that the official policy towards those 
nationalists who thought in terms of a single and unified Nigerian 
nation was both hostile and isolative. The political and administrative 
as well as local government machineries became closed systems to 
University educated Nigerians. While they viewed services in the 
“native administration” with disdain, the colonial public bureaucracy 
did not provide for them. Before 1943, no Nigerian had participated 
directly in policy formulation at the executive level. Furthermore, with 
few exceptions, Africans were excluded from the various functional 
councils and boards appointed by the government to advise on specific 
problems.44 As we noted earlier, the British pursued exclusive policy 
for Northern Nigeria. It shielded it from the influences of western 
missionaries and education, and limited the contact between the 
Northern people and highly politicized Southerners living in the 
North.45 The sons of the traditional elites and few other Northerners 
who had benefit of formal and higher education were absorbed in the 
native administration system of the North. So far as the colonial 
officials were concerned, the North as a region remained a placid and 
predictable administrative environment, while the South constituted a 
problem area.

The conclusion of the Second World War, the increase in the num­
ber of nationalists and their demands for participation, the change of 
attitude in London, all helped to bring about a constitutional advance 
in 1946; known as Richard’s Constitution. The greatest innovation in 
the 1946 Constitution was the bringing together of the Northern and 
Southern political leaders into a single legislative body.46 In several 
other respects the constitution had little to commend it; for it laid 
foundation for regional exclusiveness which was to mark Nigerian post 
independent politics. As Schwarz noted:

Native authorities, the traditional tribal instruments of indirect 
rule, were given crucial roles. They selected the numbers of the 
regional Houses, who in turn selected from their ranks the numbers 
of the legislative Council”.47

The Richard Constitution provided for a central legislature, three 
three regional Houses of Assemblies at Kaduna, Ibadan, and Enugu; 
and a regional House of Chief for Northern Nigeria. The members of 
the regional Houses of Assemblies were not elected directly by the elec­
torates, but were selected from the native authorities. In turn the
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Regional Assemblies from their memberships selected five members as 
representatives to the central legislative council in Lagos.48 Many 
nationalists also objected to the Richard’s Constitution, on the grounds 
that Nigerians were not sufficiently consulted in policy formulation, 
that it did not provide for greater national integration and “respon­
sible” government.49

The party which led criticisms against the Richard’s Constitution 
was the National Council of Nigeria and Cameroon (N.C.N.C.) which 
had grown out of the unrest of Kings College students in 1944. The 
N.C.N.C. at its inception enjoyed the support of many Yorubas and 
Igbos and attracted the support of professional associations, labor 
unions, literary and social clubs, several ethnic and communal organi­
zations. It was the only party that came close to being a national party, 
before regionalism and ethnic cleavages became entrenched in Nigeria.

The N.C.N.C. carried widespread campaign against the Richard’s 
Constitution both in Nigeria and in Britain. As a result of the 
N.C.N.C. insistence of having more changes and constitutional ad­
vance, John MacPherson who replaced Richard in 1948, ordered a 
review of the Richard’s Constitution. In order to avoid his predeces­
sor’s mistakes, MacPherson set up a constitutional machincp' which 
garnered opinions from every level of the Nigerian community. Con­
stitutional conferences were organized on village, divisional provincial 
and state levels. Much should not be attributed to the so called “grass 
root” consultation undertaken by MacPherson, because the majority of 
Nigerians who live in the rural areas did not understand what the 
real constitutional issues were. The recommendations of the state con­
ferences were worked upon by the National Conference.50 The outcome 
of these series of conferences was the MacPhcrson’s Constitution of 
1951, which provided for central legislature. It also provided for a 
central executive known as Council of Ministers, a national public 
service commission. It formalized the tripartite divison of the country, 
by providing for three regions—Northern, Western and Eastern. The 
Northern and Western regions had two Chambers known as House of 
Chiefs and House of Assembly. Eastern region had only a regional 
House of Assembly. Each region had an Executive Council of which 
membership was drawn from the Regional legislature. While the 
Regional legislature had enumerated powers, the Central legislature 
covered all subjects, including those on which the regions had power.51

One immediate effect of MacPherson Constitution was the entrench­
ment of regional nationalism in Nigeria, as well as founding and 
institutionalization of regional political parties. The Action Group 
(A.G.) was founded in 1951 by Chief Obafemi Awolowo and other 
leading Yoruba nationalists to take advantage of the provisions of 
Macpherson’s Constitution. While N.C.N.C. decried the new consti­
tution on the grounds that it compromised the emergence of a strong
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and united Nigeria; the Action Group and the political party repre­
senting the Hausa/Fulani interests in the North—the Northern 
People’s Congress (N.P.C.) welcomed it. The N.P.C. leaders accepted 
the new constitution, not only because it ensured their effective control 

■ of the Northern region, but it adequately provided for their represen­
tation in the Central legislature. The A.G. on the other hand, saw in 
the new constitution an opportunity to gain power in Western Nigeria 
and thereby limit the spreading influence of N.C.N.C.

The N.P.C. and A.G., were therefore prepared to give the Mac- 
Pherson’s Constitution a trial. The A.G.’s strategy for attaining power 
was opposition to Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe the leader of N.C.N.C.; and 
the exposition of threat of Igbo domination. The A.G. had some 
advantages over N.C.N.C. It had a disciplined leadership. Besides, its 
organizational structure was modern. It allowed for free flow of com­
munication and information between leadership and membership. 
While the N.C.N.C. was restrained in adoption of ethnic appeal as a 
strategy of winning support because of its national outlook and 
organization, the A.G. and N.P.C. deployed sub-nationalism and 
regionalism to their greatest advantages. It was not surprising that 
A.G. riding on ethnic and regional “horses” comfortably won the elec­
tions to the Western House of Assembly in 1951, thereby defeating 
the older party N.C.N.C. In the North and East, the N.P.C. and 
N.C.N.C. also won elections to the Northern and Eastern Houses of 
Assembly respectively. With each of the three dominant parties repre­
senting mainly Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo interests entrenched in North, 
West and East respectively, the stage was set for sub-cultural 
nationalism and extreme regionalism which marked the Nigeria 
political processes from 1952 to 1962, and which constrained the 
emergence of strong political center. Summarizing the extent of Mac- 
Pherson’s 1951 Constitution, helped to bring about sub-cultural 
nationalism, Coleman states:

There can be little doubt that the implementation of the constitution 
of 1951 accelerated the drift toward sub-group nationalism and 
tribalism. Educated Nigerians who aspired to fill the new positions 
of power and status opened up to Nigerians by that constitution 
realized that their most secure base of support would be the people 
of their own groups. The indirect electoral system strengthened this 
realization... In the struggle that ensued tribalism was the domi­
nant note; but when appealing to the people for support, the com­
peting parties strove to out-do each other in the use of nationalist 
slogans.52

The subsequent events and processes between 1952 and 1962 were 
characterized by regional and ethnic interests rather than those of the 
nation. First, there was the 1954 constitution which formally trans­
formed the Nigerian political system into a federation of three regions,


