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THE IDEA OF NIGERIA: 

Two Challenges - Unity in Diversity and Prosperity 
 

“In any country that prospers, there must be some unum as well as a healthy pluribus” 
- J. H. Billington (1995) 

 
“…what ails Nigeria fundamentally is that neither the government nor the people have a 
vague, not to talk of clear, concept of Nigeria…” 
- Idowu Akinlotan, “Plus ça change,” The Nation, September 11th 2016.  

 

 
Chancellor,  
Pro-Chancellor and Chairman of the Governing Council, 
Vice-Chancellor, 
Graduating Students 
Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 
I would like to thank the authorities of Lead City University, Ibadan, for giving me the honour to 

deliver this year’s Convocation Lecture. I congratulate the proprietor of the University, 

Eduserve Consult, the Chancellor, the Pro-Chancellor and Chairman of Council, the Vice-

Chancellor and other principal officers, as well as all staff and students on the institution’s 9th 

Convocation ceremony. It is heart-warming that tomorrow, this university will take another 

giant step in the pursuit of its mission to “contribute to the development of tertiary education in 

Nigeria” when degrees will be conferred on graduating students  in Law, Sciences, Social & 

Management Sciences, and Arts & Education.   

 

I very much appreciate the opportunity to share with this august audience my reflections on 

what I’ve chosen to call “The Idea of Nigeria”. The sub-title of my topic, “Two Challenges - 

Unity in Diversity and Prosperity” highlights the two crucial issues that, in my considered 

opinion, need to be tackled in order to make Nigeria “a land of bright and full opportunity for all 

citizens” as envisioned over four decades ago in the country’s Second National Development 

Plan, 1970-1974.  

 

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 
The origin of the idea of Nigeria is almost always traced to the amalgamation of Britain’s two 

overseas Protectorates covering the territorial area that had become known by that name into 

one colony in 1914. The various constitutional arrangements that determined the governance 

of the colony during the succeeding decades culminated in an agreement by the country’s 

founding fathers and the British overlords to establish Nigeria as a federation in 1954. A few 



3 

 

years later, the country’s first Prime Minister, Tafawa Balewa, asserted that maintenance of 

the federal system adopted in 1954 was essential for keeping Nigeria as a united country: 

“The federal system is, under the present conditions, the only basis on which Nigeria 

can remain united” (1957), (bold and italics added). 

 

Then, the secession of Biafra occurred about a decade later and the Head of the Federal 

Government, Yakubu Gowon, declared that “To keep Nigeria one is a task that must be done”. 

The ensuing civil war that resulted in many casualties on both sides ended in January 1970 

but keeping Nigeria one has remained a work in progress.  For example, while in 1992, a 

majority of Nigerians voted for a Muslim/Muslim presidential ticket in the annulled June 12th 

presidential elections (widely acknowledged to have been won by MKO Abiola and his vice-

presidential candidate, Baba Gana Kingibe), incumbent President Muhammadu Buhari was 

persuaded to drop the idea of a Muslim/Muslim ticket in 2015. In other words, our religious 

divide had become more intense and unhealthy in 2015 than it was over two decades earlier.  

Indeed, it would appear that the ethnic, linguistic, religious and regional divides in Nigeria are 

more intense and unhealthy today than they had ever been since independence, except 

during the period beginning from the January 1966 coup d’état to the end of the civil war. 

 

Because of the reality of the undisputable diversity in the country, the expression “unity in 

diversity” was coined in the immediate post-independence years to sum up the commitment 

that was clearly stated in the last four lines of the first stanza of the National Anthem that was 

adopted at independence in 1960:  

 
Though tribe and tongue may differ, 
In brotherhood we stand, 
Nigerians all are proud to serve 
Our sovereign Motherland. 
 

Although only the ethnic and linguistic dimensions of Nigeria’s diversity are highlighted in the 

Anthem, the religious and regional (North/South as well as East/West) were as real then as 

they are today. The last five lines of the first stanza of the National Anthem adopted in 1978 

highlights the commitment to “one nation” and “unity” and it is logical to interpret this also as 

unity in diversity. 
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The labour of our heroes past 
Shall never be in vain 
To serve with heart and might 
One nation bound in freedom 
Peace and unity. 

 
Part Two of this Lecture discusses the challenge of achieving unity in diversity in Nigeria 

through the helpful prism of the epigram below the Lecture topic: “In any country that prospers, 

there must be some unum as well as a healthy pluribus”. (The inspiration for the epigram is 

obviously the motto of the United States, e pluribus, unum: out of many, one). The second 

challenge highlighted in the topic of the Lecture is discussed in Part Three.  After an overview 

of selected measures of “prosperity”, the dimensions of the challenge of achieving it in Nigeria 

are examined. The key messages from the issues discussed in Parts Two and Three are 

summarised in the conclusion and I close with a few words for the graduating students.  

 

PART TWO: ACHIEVING UNITY IN DIVERSITY 
 
I would argue that a country’s Constitution (also referred to as the Basic Law) should 

encapsulate its unum (oneness or common ground). Concretely, I would assert that citizens’ 

proud invocation of their country’s Constitution is evidence that most of its provisions are widely 

recognized and accepted as constituting the common ground in the society, that is, most 

citizens agree with the provisions.  Normally, the making of such a constitution involves 

extensive public participation and debate and its final version is adopted through a referendum. 

Three recent good examples in Africa are the Republic of Benin (1990), South Africa (1996) and 

Kenya (2010).   

 

A new Constitution 

In contrast to the experiences of these three African countries, the incessant controversies and 

debate over our 1999 Constitution is strong evidence of disagreement over many of its 

provisions within the society. In other words, whatever common ground is in the 1999 

Constitution is not sufficient to cause Nigerians (including the writer) to be proud of the 

Constitution.  The most notable common ground in all successive constitutions since 1954 is the 

maintenance of Nigeria as a federation with varying degrees of faithfulness to the federal 

features in the 1954 Constitution.  In particular, the federal features in the 1999 Constitution are 

significantly different from those in the 1954 Constitution and the former cannot serve as the 

“basis on which Nigeria can remain united” in the words of Prime Minister Balewa.   
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Without question, the provisions in the 1999 Constitution that were inspired by the 

centralism and uniformity of the military era that spanned close to three decades 

constitute the major differences between the 1954 and 1999 Constitutions.  Because 

these military-style provisions are antithetical to the goal of keeping Nigeria one, they 

need to be removedi.  Given the limited effectiveness of efforts aimed at improving the 1999 

Constitution through amendments since 2000, a new Constitution rather than struggles for more 

amendments is the logical way forward.  Because the 1999 Constitution has vested constitution-

making powers through amendments in the National Assembly (NASS), only a Sovereign 

National Conference (SNC) can supersede the NASS.   

 

The reality of a country at a crossroads (political tensions, economic decline, weak and 

decaying institutions, and social imbalances) should be the justification for convoking the SNC.  

And the SNC should be able to complete drafting the new constitution within three months 

because it will be able to draw on a good number of reports that are focused on revising the 

1999 Constitution. The existing reports comprise those prepared by Committees and 

Conferences set up between 2000 and 2014 as well as the reports of two or three NASS 

committees on the subject.  (The notable ones are the 2001 “Draft Constitution” produced by an 

all-party committee, the 2005 National Political Reform Report, and the 2014 National 

Conference Report). The primary goal for the SNC should be the production of a Draft 

Constitution whose centrepiece is a federal system that can serve as the basis on which Nigeria 

can remain united.  As already mentioned above, only the adoption of the final version of the 

new Constitution through a referendum will ensure that its provisions constitute common ground 

accepted by Nigerians.    

 

The only elaboration that I would like to provide is that the federation to be enshrined in the new 

constitution should be one that would accommodate the country’s ethnic, linguistic, religious, 

cultural, regional and geographical divisions and is at the same time democratic and capable of 

advancing socioeconomic progress. And I would add that only a devolved federal system, both 

politically and economically, would yield these desired outcomesii.   

 

It is important to stress that with keeping Nigeria one as the central objective, equality among 

the six geopolitical zones must dictate the composition of the SNC and there must be 

North/South balance in the appointment of its leadership. If the elites of Benin, Kenya and South 
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Africa could produce constitutions that the citizens of their respective countries are proud of, 

Nigerian elites who will be selected to participate in the SNC should be able to do the same.     

 

From an Unhealthy to a Healthy Diversity 

The other crucial dimension to promoting the unity of Nigeria is the need to take measures that 

will ensure that our diversity is healthy. Perhaps the supreme illustration of our unhealthy 

diversity is the fear of understanding its full dimensions.  How many Nigerians are Christians 

and how many are Muslims?  (The balance would belong to any of our traditional religions or 

they could be agnostics/atheists).  How many are Fulani, Hausa, Igbo, Ijaw, Kanuri, Tiv, Yoruba 

and others?  How many speak the three main languages (Hausa, Igbo, and Yoruba) or Pidgin 

English?  What are the other languages spoken by a significant number of Nigerians who do not 

speak/understand any of the main languages? If indeed a well-defined problem is half-way 

to being solved, we cannot make progress towards achieving a healthy diversity without 

committing to an understanding of its full dimensionsiii.  Therefore, we must have answers 

to the above specific questions relating to ethnic, linguistic and religious diversity in the country. 

Consequently, I would strongly recommend that the next census in the country must include 

appropriate questions that will help provide the answers.  (In this connection, it is regrettable 

that in 2013, when Festus Odimegwu, chairman of the National Population Council, proposed 

the inclusion of religion and ethnicity in the forthcoming census he was removed or was forced 

to resign).  

 

In the Introduction, I said it would appear that the ethnic, linguistic, religious and regional divides 

in Nigeria are more intense and unhealthy today than they had been since independence 

except during the period beginning from the January 1966 coup d’état to the end of the civil war. 

I would accept that without a rigorous study of the evolution of the health of our diversity since 

independence, reasonable people can disagree with the comparative perspective in my 

assertion. However, the following illustrations of the unhealthy diversity in the country since the 

return to civilian rule in 1999 must be accepted as exceedingly worrisome: Hausa-Fulani 

leaders cried marginalisation under Obasanjo presidency; Yoruba and Hausa-Fulani cried 

marginalisation under Jonathan presidency; and Igbo and Yoruba as well as all the three 

southern geopolitical zones are crying marginalisation, barely fifteen months into Buhari 

presidency.  The most often repeated marginalisation cries are in respect of federal public 

appointments (that is, into the boards of federal parastatals and other agencies outside the 

public/civil service) and at the extreme, marginalisation protestations have been transmuted to 
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clamours for separation by the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) and the Niger Delta 

Avengers, (NDA). 

 

I would expect the devolved federal system in the new constitution advocated above to address 

the IPOB and NDA types of marginalisation.  Regarding marginalisation related to federal public 

appointments, the existing solution provided through the “Federal Character” clause in the 1999 

Constitution (first introduced in the 1979 Constitution) has apparently failed.  Unfortunately, the 

Federal Character principle has been implemented for close to four decades without any 

guidelines and, in some public service appointments, it has been invoked to support crude 

quota appointments that ignore the merit principle and/or result in bloating political and 

bureaucratic appointments at the federal level (for example, number of ministers and permanent 

secretaries). In these circumstances, the Federal Character Commission introduced in the 1999 

Constitution has proved to be largely ineffectual, given the persistent complaints about 

unfairness in federal public appointments. I would recommend the abandonment of both the 

Federal Character principle and the Federal Character Commission and their replacement with 

a Federal Public Appointments Commission (FPAC) that would oversee the hiring process 

for the boards of federal parastatals and agencies, ensuring that the appointments pay due 

regard to merit, representativeness and diversity.  (The FPAC will be distinct from the Federal 

Public Service Commission that is responsible for the appointments in the federal public/civil 

service). It will rely on Independent Assessors selected through a competitive and transparent 

process.  The Commission will publish an Annual Report that will be submitted to both the 

President and the appropriate Committee(s) in the National Assembly.iv       

 
 

PART THREE: ACHIEVING PROSPERITY 
 
According to the Annual Prosperity Index that the London-based Legatum Institutev introduced 

in 2007, countries are ranked (from low to high prosperity) on the basis of their performance 

across eight equally weighted sub-indexes: economy, entrepreneurship and opportunity, 

governance, education, health, safety and security, personal freedom, and social capital. 

Strikingly, seven of these eight sub-indexes are more or less identical with the four criteria of the 

Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG): sustainable economic opportunity, safety and rule 

of law, participation and human rights, and human development (education, health and welfare). 

The Human Development Index (HDI) introduced by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) in 1990 to measure standard of living (a crucial aspect of prosperity) uses 
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three criteria that overlap with four of the API sub-indexes: income per capita, health (longevity 

and life expectancy at birth), and education (literacy rate and combined gross enrolment ratio). 

(See Table 1). Taking these Indexes together, Nigeria’s progress towards achieving prosperityvi 

can be measured by its achievement in the three basic dimensions of human development 

(HDI), its ranking and score in governance (as explicated in the IIAG), and its ranking in the API.  

And I would add measurement against the three pillars of prosperity identified by Adam Smith 

(author of the classic, The Wealth of Nations) in the eighteenth century: “peace”, “easy [to 

collect] taxes”, and “a tolerable administration of justice.”vii 

 

The evidence summarised in Tables 2, 3 and 4 shows that achieving prosperity is an enormous 

challenge for Nigeria: the country has remained a low human development country from the 

1990s to the present; it has consistently ranked in the bottom tenth percentile in the API; and in 

the IIAG it scored below 50% in nine of the ten years covered and has been in the bottom one-

third of the sub-Saharan African countries covered. And it would be correct to assert that the 

country has recorded weak performance in respect of Adam Smith’s three pillars of prosperity 

that overlap with some of the criteria and sub-indices in the IIAG and the API.   
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TABLE 1: 
CRITERIA FOR PROSPERITY ASSESSMENT 

Ibrahim Index of Africa 
Governance (IIAG) 

Legatum Institute’s  
Prosperity Report 

Human 
Development Index 

1. Sustainable Economic 
Opportunity 
(Infrastructure; Public Management; 
Business Environment; Rural Sector) 

1. Economy 
(macro-economic policies; 
economic satisfaction and 
expectations; foundations for 
growth; and financial sector 
efficiency) 

GDP per Capita 
(income) 

2. Safety and Rule of Law 
(Personal Safety; National Security; 
Accountability; Rule of Law) 
 

2. Entrepreneurship and 
Opportunity 
(entrepreneurial environment; 
promotion of innovative 
activity; and evenness of 
opportunity) 

Health – longevity 
(life expectancy at 
birth) 

3. Participation and Human 
Rights 
(Participation; Rights; Gender) 
 

3. Governance 
(effective and accountable 
government; fair elections 
and political participation; 
and rule of law) 

Education - (literacy 

rate and combined 
gross enrolment ratio) 

4. Human Development 
(Education; Health; Welfare) 

4. Education 
(access to education; quality of 
education; and human capital) 

 

 5. Health 
(basic health outcomes; health 
infrastructure; and preventive 
care) 

 

 6. Safety and Security 
(national security and personal 
safety) 

 

 7. Personal Freedom 
(individual freedom; and 
encouraging social tolerance) 

 

 8. Social Capital 
(social cohesion and 
engagement; and community 
an family networks) 

 

 
Source: Author (based on information available on the websites of Mo Ibrahim 
Foundation, Legatum Institute and the UNDP). 
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TABLE 2: 
NIGERIA’S PROSPERITY ASSESSMENT, 2007 - 2015 

 

YEAR Legatum Prosperity Index 

(Ranking of Countries) 

Ibrahim Index of African Governance 

(Ranking and Score/100) 

2007 N/A 38th out of 48; 48.3 

2008 95th out of 104 39th out of 48;  44.9 

2009 98th out of 104 38th out of 53; 50.3 

2010 106th out of 110 40th out of 48; 43.0 

2011 104th out of 110 41st out of 53; 43.4 

2012 123rd out of 142 43rd out of 52; 44.9 

2013 123rd out of 142 41st out of 52; 43.4 

2014 125th out of 142 37th out of 52; 45.8 

2015 125th out of 142 36th out of 54; 44 

 
Source: Author (based on information available on the websites of Legatum Institute and 
Mo Ibrahim Foundation). 
 

 
TABLE 3 

NIGERIA’S HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX AND RANKING - 
SELECTED YEARS BETWEEN 1990 AND 2015 

 

Year HDI Ranking 

1990 0.43 112/134 

1995 0.45 118/144 

1998 0.44 151/174 

2002 0.46 125/151 

2004 0.45 159/177 

2010 0.493 158/177 

2011 0.499 156/187 

2012 0.505 153/186 

2013 0.511 153/187 

2014 0.514 145/187 

2015 0.514 152/188 

 
Source: Author (based on information available on the website of the UNDP).  
*The bounce from GDP rebasing in 2014 accounts for the significant improvement in the 
scores since 2010 – the impact of GDP rebase was used to re-calculate the HDI up to 
2010 on UNDP website. (The scores are out of a total of 1.0) 

 
Is a nation's prosperity defined solely by its GDP? Prosperity is more than just the accumulation of  
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 TABLE 4: 
NIGERIA’S RANKING IN IBRAHIM INDEX OF AFRICAN GOVERNANCE (IIAG) 

 

CRITERIA 2015 (Ranking and 
Score 

2007-2015 Average 
Score 

1. Sustainable Economic 
Opportunity 
(Infrastructure; Public 
Management; Business 
Environment; Rural Sector) 

34th (39.5%) 34.1% 

2. Safety and Rule of Law 
(Personal Safety; National 
Security; Accountability; Rule of 
Law) 

44th (42.8%) 48.8% 

3. Participation and Human 
Rights 
(Participation; Rights; Gender) 

26th (53.1%) 47% 

4. Human Development 
(Education; Health; Welfare) 

(38th) 50.7% 45.7% 

OVERALL RANKING 36th (out of 54) 44% 44% 

 
Source: Author (based on information available on the website of Mo Ibrahim 
Foundation). 

 
TABLE 5: 

NIGERIA’S RANKING IN ANNUAL PROSPERITY REPORT, 2015. 
 

SUB-INDICES 2015 RANKING  
(Total = 142) 

2016 RANKING 
(Total = 149) 

1. Economy: macro-economic policies; economic 

satisfaction and expectations; foundations for growth; and 
financial sector efficiency. 

104th 139th  

2. Entrepreneurship and Opportunity: entrepreneurial 

environment; promotion of innovative activity; and evenness 
of opportunity 

107th 85th  

3. Governance: effective and accountable government; 
fair elections and political participation; and rule of law. 

126th 121st  

4. Education: access to education; quality of education; 

and human capital. 
122nd 117th  

5. Health: basic health outcomes; health infrastructure; and 

preventive care. 
130th 142nd  

6. Safety and Security: national security and personal 

safety. 
134th 145th  

7. Personal Freedom: individual freedom; and 

encouraging social tolerance. 
121st 123rd  

8. Social Capital: social cohesion and engagement; and 

community and family networks. 
82nd 59th  

OVERALL RANKING 125th 135th  

 
(Natural Environment – introduced in 2016 as a 9th sub-indice – 106th) 

Source: Author (based on information available on the website of Legatum Institute). 
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What is the way forward?  Based on my observation of the Nigerian condition since I 

began following the evolution of political and socio-economic developments from the 

early 1960s to the present, I consider the following as the most promising drivers of 

prosperity for the country: peace and security, economic diversification, strengthening 

elite institutions (civil service, judiciary and universities)viii, and anti-corruption. 

  

1. Peace and Security 

Assuring peace and security within the territorial area of a state is an incontrovertible 

precondition for socio-economic development and it is also the case that the absence of peace 

tends to undermine the unity of a country. Awareness of the importance of both national security 

and personal safety for citizens probably explains its prioritisation by the incumbent 

administration of President Muhammadu Buhari (PMB).  Regaining the territorial integrity of the 

country from the incursions of Boko Haram insurgency within his first year in office is 

incontestably a laudable achievement.  (Boko Haram insurgents had gained control of about 

fourteen of the country’s 774 local government areas under PMB’s predecessor).  However, the 

persistent separatist threats from the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) and Niger Delta 

Avengers (NDA) are challenges to national security and the Islamic Movement of Nigeria (IMN) 

is also a serious security challenge. All three security challenges undermine the personal safety 

of citizens in the affected states.  The menace of armed herdsmen and rampant kidnappings 

across almost all the states in the federation also constitute daily threats to citizens’ personal 

safety.  

 

Whilst the Boko Haram insurgency is being effectively tackled, the negative consequences of its 

dastardly operations for citizens in North-Eastern Nigeria are not yet satisfactorily managed as 

witnessed by the reports of possible famine among the IDPsix. The resurgence of militancy in 

the Niger Delta with incessant attacks on oil and gas operations that account for 80% of 

government revenues and around 90% of exports revenues calls for urgent creative fine-tuning 

of the Niger Delta Amnesty Programme introduced by President Yar’Adua administration.   

Furthermore, there is need to de-bureaucratise the implementation of projects and programmes 

aimed at promoting socio-economic activities and reducing poverty in the area. To enhance the 

service delivery capability of the Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC) would require 

the recruitment of competent and top flight experts and professionals with appropriate 

remunerations to turn the Commission into a well-performing organisation. And I would repeat 
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my advocacy that the Ministry of Niger Delta created in 2008 which significantly duplicates the 

work of the NDDC should be folded into the commissionx.   

 

The other threats to national security and citizens’ personal safety also deserve serious 

attention.  Whilst IPOB could be taken care of within the context of a new constitution proposed 

above, the federal government should take the lead in tackling the two other security challenges 

highlighted. Instead of the proscription of the Islamic Movement of Nigeria (IMN) by some states 

in two northern geopolitical zones, the federal government should, in consultation with all the 

states with significant numbers of Shi’ite Muslims, dialogue and strategize on how best to 

ensure respect for the religious freedom of the Shi’ites whilst preventing resort to violent 

behaviour amongst some of the IMN members.  Regarding the menace of armed herdsmen 

and rampant kidnappings across the country that result from the limited capability of a 

centralised police force, the federal and state governments need to agree on effective 

delegation of police powers to state governors to ensure meaningful community 

policing, pending the provision for state police in the proposed new constitution.  

 

2. Economic Diversification 

Although the International Monetary Fund ranked Nigeria’s economy the biggest in Africa by 

October 2016 – measured by GDP, $415.08bn ($493.83bn in 2015) compared to second place 

South Africa, $280.36bn ($314.73 in 2015) and third place Egypt, $330.159 in 2015 – the 

country is in recession with 17.6% inflation rate and hunger across the length and breadth of the 

country including the threat of famine in the North-East. More evidence of economic recession 

include sharp fall in government revenues due largely to the fall in the price of petroleum, the 

crash in the value of the naira (even without an official devaluation), unemployment rate of 

about 13.3% (in particular, youth unemployment) and underemployment rate of about 20%. And 

there is the problem of unpaid salaries of workers for between two and six months in 27 of the 

country’s 36 states. 

 

Although governments, the organised private sector as well as economic experts agree that 

economic diversification is the way out of recession and the path to sustainable economic 

growth, there is no consensus on the package of measures to adopt and implement as well as 

their sequencing.  For example, the federal government’s delay on exchange rate policy was 

largely responsible for the crash in the value of the naira and it is still not yet clear if a 

competitive (flexible) exchange rate has become government policy. However, there is broad 
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agreement on the government’s emphasis on diversification through emphasis on agriculture, 

mining, and investment in infrastructure.  Given Nigeria’s long delay in embracing economic 

diversification and its salience for sustainable good economic performance, I strongly agree with 

the suggestion that the government urgently needs a “diversification strategy or plan” (Jerome, 

2016).  According to Jerome, the diversification strategy should include emphasis on 

macroeconomic stability, an industrial policy (that would guide the resuscitation of 

manufacturing industry) and strong investment in both physical and social infrastructure. 

Preparation of the economic diversification strategy can be completed within a few months 

since some sector strategies (road maps) have already been approved by the Federal 

Executive Council (for example, agriculture, mining, and oil and gas sectors).  

 

Effective implementation of economic diversification would require a more efficient fiscal policy, 

an improved budgetary process (submitted timeously and appropriated by the National 

Assembly sans padding), an enabling business regulatory environment (better than 2016 

score/ranking - 44.63% and 169th of 189 countries) and competent and accountable public 

financial management. I would add that the National Assembly should base its decision on the 

government’s recent request for authorization of external loan in the amount of $29.96 billion 

(N9.12trillion) on the extent to which the specific expenditures to be approved would contribute 

to economic diversification.    

 

3. Strengthening Elite Institutions 

Strong civil services are widely-acknowledged to have made possible the good economic 

performance recorded in the country from the late 1950s through the 1960s to the early 1970s: 

low poverty rate (less than 25%), low unemployment levels, and decent physical and social 

infrastructure.  And there is a real sense in which the country’s mediocre/poor economic 

performance from the 1980s to the presentxi is also strongly linked to the decline in the civil 

services over the same period: they have become bloated, inefficient and corrupt. The country’s 

judiciary, too, was acknowledged as a well-performing institution from the immediate post-

independence years through the 1970s with some Nigerian judges invited to serve in Eastern 

and Southern Africa:  for example, Justice Udo Udoma was appointed the Chief Justice of 

Uganda in 1963 while Justice Akinola Aguda was appointed the Chief Justice of Botswana in 

1972. In contrast, since the 1990s, the judiciary has become noted for inefficiency, 

unpredictability and corruption. The only university in the country at independence, the 

University of Ibadan, was world class through to the 1970s and the first generation universities 
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that were established in the 1960s and 1970s were also of good quality. Again, like the other 

elite institutions, overall academic performance has declined and none of the country’s 143 

universities (40 federal, 42 state, and 61 private) is ranked among the top ten in Africa in the 

2016 Times Higher Education World University Rankings. (Only Ibadan is 14th in Africa’s and 

801st out of 978).  

 

The argument for strong civil service institutions is evident from the contrasting good and bad 

performances highlighted above.  Successive governments from President Obasanjo’s second 

term to President Jonathan (up to May 2015) have committed to enhancing the quality of public 

service in the country – to achieve a world-class public service as stated in a National Strategy 

for Public Service Reform (NSPSR) – only modest improvement measures have been recorded 

and only a few uncoordinated parts of the NSPSR (prepared for the government in January 

2009) are being implemented. Incumbent President Muhammadu Buhari (PMB) administration 

is yet to address the subject except for a recent announcement that the president will issue an 

executive order on transparency in the management of government business that could enable 

economic operators as well as citizens to demand more accountable government.  Regarding 

the judiciary, a key measure for enhancing improved performance is increased transparency in 

the appointments to the bench, especially the Appeal Court and the Supreme Court that should 

be based on merit, competence and integrity.   

 

Regaining academic excellence in the universities that are at the apex of the education sector is 

the route to improved education outcomes throughout the sector: just as the fish gets rotten 

from the head, it would be correct to assert that the rot in the Nigerian education sector 

is most severe at the apex.  As soon as tangible improvements are recorded at that 

level, they are very likely to cascade down to polytechnics, secondary schools and 

primary schools. I would argue that enhancing university autonomy is the key to 

regaining academic excellence in the universities and two key measures are required: 

first, overhauling the NUC to reduce its extensive powers and, in particular, end its 

centralized, domineering, and unified approach that prevents universities from 

determining their curricula, subject to oversight through accreditation; and second, to 

restore the right of universities to admit their students by abolishing centralised 

admission through the Joint Admission and Matriculation Board (JAMB). 
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4. Anti-Corruption 

The enormity of the problem of corruption in the country was recently acknowledged by the Vice 

President, Prof. Yemi Osinbajo: “All the institutions of government, I mean, the executive, 

legislature and the judiciary are corrupt… value re-orientation is a key weapon to fight 

corruption” in Punch, October 21st 2016 (bold and italics added). It is noteworthy that Vice-

President Osinbajo’s assertion is a corroboration of President Buhari’s diagnosis of the anti-

corruption challenge in the country:  

 
We shall strongly battle another form of evil that is even worse than terrorism – the evil 
of corruption.  Corruption attacks and seeks to destroy our national institutions and 
character… corruption will not be tolerated by this administration; and it shall no longer 
be allowed to stand as if it is a respected monument in this nation (bold and italics added)  

– President Muhammadu Buhari Acceptance Speech, March 31st 2015 
 
Within only one week, October 21st - 27th, selected print media headlines on the manifestations 

of corruption in Box 1 below confirm what both the president and the vice-president have said 

about the problem of corruption in the country.  

 
BOX 1:  

SELECTED PRINT MEDIA STORIES ON CORRUPTION IN NIGERIA,  
OCTOBER 21ST – 27TH 2016 

 

- Sagay Panel: 55 Nigerians stole N1.3trn under Jonathan 
- EFCC re-arrests Fani-Kayode as N4.9bn laundering trial begins 
- N22.8bn Fraud: Skye Bank official testify against Air Force Chiefs 
- $15m Corruption Scandal: Former First Lady Patience Jonathan moves to cage SERAP 
- Bayelsa Youth Group accuses Gov. Dickson of diverting N12bn loan   
- Alleged N7bn Jonathan largesse: CAN leaders paid me to keep quiet – cleric 
- Nigeria’s economic problems are rooted in corruption – Justice Minister 
- INEC denies $1m bribery allegation by Jimoh Ibrahim 
- N22.8bn fraud: Court admits witness passport in [General] Amosu’s trial 
- Justice Ofili-Ajumogobia wired $900,000 to foreign bank account in two years [2014-2016] – 
EFCC sources 
- Alleged N100bn fraud: EFCC keeps ex-gov. Odili under surveillance 
- Ex-FCT minister arrested for alleged fraud, N1trn land deal. 
- Ex-NIMASA boss seeks plea bargain in N304 million fraud. 
- Jonathan: Dasuki didn’t steal $2.2bn weapons cash 
- $2.2bn arms cash: Military rejects Jonathan’s claim 
- Witness tells court how Fayose’s Aide supervised the disbursement of N4.7bn 
- Corrupt Judiciary: EFCC grill (sic) senior lawyers for bribing judges. 
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And international corroboration, including evidence that the problem of corruption has been 

severe and persistent for at least two decades, is provided in the Corruption Perception Index 

(CPI) produced by Transparency International, an international anti-corruption organisation (see 

Table 6). Although PMB administration has taken the first step in exposing the frightening 

extent of the problem of corruption and its negative consequences for the economy as well as 

for service delivery, only very limited results have been recorded to date: modest recovery of 

assets and many arrests and prosecutions with no significant convictions.  Against this 

backdrop, I would suggest three directions that can help ensure that the anti-corruption war 

achieves more tangible results.  

 
TABLE 6 

NIGERIA’S SCORE ON THE CORRUPTION PERCEPTION INDEX (CPI) 
1996-2008 

 

Year CPI 
Score 

Nigeria’s 
CPI 
Ranking 

Remarks 

1996 0.69 54/54 Most corrupt 

1997 1.78 52/52 Most corrupt 

1998 1.9 81/85 2nd most corrupt 

1999 1.6 98/99 2nd most corrupt 

2000 1.2 90/90 Most corrupt 

2001 1.0 90/91 2nd most corrupt 

2002 1.6 101/102 2nd most corrupt 

2003 1.4 132/133 2nd most corrupt 

2004 1.6 144/146 2nd most corrupt 

2005 1.9 152/159  3rd most corrupt 

2006 2.0 142/163  5th most corrupt 

2007 2.2 147/180 9th most corrupt 

2008 2.7 121/180 59th most corrupt 

2009 2.5 130/180 50th most corrupt 

2010 2.4 134/178 44th most corrupt 

2011 24% 143/182 39th most corrupt 

2012 27% 139/174 35th most corrupt 

2013 25% 144/175 31st most corrupt 

2014 27% 136/174 38th most corrupt 

2015 26% 136/167 31st most corrupt 

 
Source: Author (based on data from the website of Transparency International, 
http://www.transparency.org ). 

 
First, having declared an anti-corruption war, a logical next step that PMB administration is yet 

to conclude is the adoption of a strategy for the war. The draft ant-corruption strategy that the 

http://www.transparency.org/
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government has prepared, coordinated by the Presidential Advisory Committee Against 

Corruption, is yet to be subjected to public debate to obtain inputs from the public, private, and 

voluntary sectors as well as interested opinion leaders.  The objective should be to forge a 

coalition of all concerned stakeholders in support of the strategy with a view to involving all 

Nigerians in the fight against corruption. Second, one constitutional provision that would have 

yielded some quick wins in the fight against corruption that has been ignored to date for some 

unknown reasons is the following: “Prohibition of foreign accounts” (Fifth Schedule, Code of 

Conduct for Public Officers). 

 

Third, because unpunished corruption deepens corruption, the failure of the administration to 

record any significant number of corrupt persons (especially, politically exposed persons and 

top-level public servants) that are punished to date means that the country is still witnessing the 

deepening of corruption or the entrenchment of the evil of corruption. Would special courts to 

handle corruption cases help to ensure that corrupt persons are punished without undue 

delays? Maybe.  Finally, it is important to stress that the fight against corruption is important 

because the high level corruption that has persisted in the country is a major explanatory factor 

for the country’s low prosperity ranking: Nigeria’s low scores in respect of most of the sub-

indices in the Annual Prosperity Index and all the criteria in the Ibrahim Index of Africa 

Governance are all, in varying degrees, traceable to the negative consequences of the problem 

of corruption.  

 
 

CONCLUSION   
 
From the issues discussed in Parts Two and Three of this Lecture, I would like to highlight four 

key messages that I hope most of you in the audience will consider for inclusion among your 

takeaways. 

 
1. A New Constitution: I have made it clear in this Lecture that I belong to the school of 

thought that argues for a new constitution for Nigeria, not continued efforts to amend the 

1999 Constitution. Indeed, I would like to assert that to keep Nigeria one, a new 

constitution is a necessity, not a choice. The federal system to be enshrined in the 

new constitution must have features that will be capable of keeping the country 

united and it must be adopted through a referendum to affirm that it is truly owned 

by “We the People”.  
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2. Economic Diversification: Evidence that reliance on the mono-economy of oil is the 

major explanation for the country’s current weak economy (high inflation rate, high 

unemployment rate and dwindling public financial resources) is the reason for the virtual 

national consensus on economic diversification. There is urgent need for the preparation 

and adoption of a National Economic Diversification Strategy to be implemented over a 

ten-year period to boost productivity, diversify exports, increase government revenues, 

and radically reduce unemployment. It is only through successful economic 

diversification that Nigeria will have a strong economy which is one of the main 

factors for achieving prosperity. 

 

3. A National Anti-corruption Coalition: To effectively fight the “evil of corruption” a 

coalition approach is the eminently sensible path to take.  The coalition needs to be 

forged through joint ownership of a National Anti-corruption Strategy, involving the 

public, private and voluntary sectors as well as interested opinion leaders within the 

society. And followership for prosecuting the war must include state governments, 

local governments, private sector operators, civil society activists, professional 

bodies and their members, and, indeed, all Nigerians in different walks of life. 

   

4. Strong Interconnection between Achieving Unity in Diversity and Achieving 

Prosperity: Getting the constitution right as discussed in Part Two will create an 

enabling environment for the four selected drivers of prosperity discussed in Part Three 

to yield the desired results.  And it is also the case that the drivers of prosperity either 

individually or in combination are crucial, in varying degrees, for achieving and 

sustaining unity in diversity. For example, peace is an essential condition for unity and is 

also critical for achieving prosperity.  Strikingly, peace was highlighted as a pillar of 

prosperity by Adam Smith, the famous 18th century British economist, and is included 

among the criteria for achieving prosperity in both the global Annual Prosperity Index 

and in the Ibrahim Index of African Governance. 

 

A Word for the Graduating Students  

My very warm congratulations to the students who will receive their degrees during tomorrow’s 

Convocation ceremony. I am very delighted to be associated with one of the activities organized 
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in connection with your graduation.  I was in your shoes close to fifty years ago and I know that 

you, your parents, family, and friends would be full of joy at tomorrow’s ceremony.   

 

I am impressed that Lead City University has wisely decided to be faithful to its motto, 

“knowledge for self-reliance”, by making it mandatory for all undergraduate students to register 

with and pass the examinations of at least one recognised Professional / Vocational trade body 

during the course of their studentship in the University. And I share the University’s belief that 

the additional Professional / Vocational qualifications have strong potentials for enhancing your 

chances for job competition or self-employment.   

 

Predictably, I would like each of you to commit to tackling the two challenges highlighted in this 

Lecture: keeping Nigeria united within the context of a healthy diversity and making Nigeria a 

prosperous society, “a land of bright and full opportunity for all citizens”. Above all I would like 

each of you to volunteer to become an anti-corruption soldier: resolve to be a “Mr Clean” 

/ “Ms Clean” that neither gives nor accepts bribes, and to be a whistle-blower whenever 

you witness a corrupt practice.  Yes, corruption fights back but their number is small, very 

small, and unleashing a vast army of anti-corruption soldiers – with 2016 Lead City University 

graduates as the pioneers – will contribute immeasurably to winning the battle against the evil of 

corruption.xii I dare to make this appeal to you graduating students because I strongly believe 

that you and your generation are best placed to ensure sustainable unity and prosperity for 

Nigeria.  

 

Once again, hearty congratulations; I wish you all every success in your future endeavours.  

 

I thank you all for your attention. 

 
 



21 

 

APPENDIX 1:  
Nigeria’s Two National Anthems 

 
 

1. Nigeria, We Hail Thee" (1960-1978) 
 
Nigeria, we hail thee, 
Our own dear native land, 
Though tribe and tongue may differ, 
In brotherhood we stand, 
Nigerians all are proud to serve 
Our sovereign Motherland. 

 
Our flag shall be a symbol 
That truth and justice reign, 
In peace or battle honour'd, 
And this we count as gain, 
To hand on to our children 
A banner without stain. 

 
O God of all creation, 
Grant this our one request, 
Help us to build a nation 
Where no man is oppressed, 
And so with peace and plenty 
Nigeria may be blessed. 

 
 

Arise, O Compatriots (Adopted in 1978) 
 
Arise, O compatriots 
Nigeria's call obey 
To serve our fatherland 
With love and strength and faith 
The labour of our heroes past 
Shall never be in vain 
To serve with heart and might 
One nation bound in freedom 
Peace and unity. 
 
Oh God of creation 
Direct our noble cause 
Guide our leaders right 
Help our youth the truth to know 
In love and honesty to grow 
And living just and true 
Great lofty heights attain 
To build a nation where peace 
And justice shall reign. 
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APPENDIX 2: 

A POEM ON CORRUPTION IN THE JUDICIARY 
 
MY LORD, TELL ME WHERE TO KEEP YOUR BRIBE 
By Niyi Osundare in Sahara Reporters, October 2016 

 
My Lord 
Please tell me where to keep your bribe? 
Do I drop it in your venerable chambers 
Or carry the heavy booty to your immaculate mansion 
   
Shall I bury it in the capacious water tank 
In your well laundered backyard 
Or will it breathe better in the septic tank 
Since money can deodorize the smelliest crime 
   
Shall I haul it up the attic 
Between the ceiling and your lofty roof 
Or shall I conjure the walls to open up 
 And swallow this sudden bounty from your honest labour 
   
Shall I give a billion to each of your paramours 
The black, the light, the Fanta-yellow 
They will surely know how to keep the loot 
In places too remote for the sniffing dog 
   
Or shall I use the particulars 
Of your anonymous maidservants and manservants 
With their names on overflowing bank accounts 
While they famish like ownerless dogs 
   
Shall I haul it all to your village 
In the valley behind seven mountains 
Where potholes swallow up the hugest jeep 
And Penury leaves a scar on every house 
   
My Lord 
It will take the fastest machine 
Many, many days to count this booty; and lucky bank bosses   
May help themselves to a fraction of the loot 
                       
My Lord 
Tell me where to keep your bribe? 
   
 My Lord 
 Tell me where to keep your bribe? 
   
The “last hope of the common man” 
 Has become the last bastion of the criminally rich 
A terrible plague bestrides the land 
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Besieged by rapacious judges and venal lawyers 
   
Behind the antiquated wig 
And the slavish glove 
The penguin gown and the obfuscating jargon 
 Is a rot and riot whose stench is choking the land 
   
Behind the rituals and roted rigmaroles 
Old antics connive with new tricks 
Behind the prim-and-proper costumes of masquerades 
Corruption stands, naked, in its insolent impunity 
   
For sale to the highest bidder 
Interlocutory and perpetual injunctions 
Opulent criminals shop for pliant judges 
Protect the criminal, enshrine the crime 
   
And Election Petition Tribunals 
Ah, bless those goldmines and bottomless booties! 
Scoundrel vote-riggers romp to electoral victory 
All hail our buyable Bench and conniving Bar  
   
A million dollars in Their Lordship’s bedroom 
A million euros in the parlor closet 
Countless naira beneath the kitchen sink 
Our courts are fast running out of Ghana-must-go’s* 
   
The “Temple of Justice” 
Is broken in every brick 
The roof is roundly perforated 
By termites of graft 
   
My Lord 
Tell me where to keep your bribe? 
   
Judges doze in the courtroom 
Having spent all night, counting money and various “gifts” 
And the Chief Justice looks on with tired eyes 
As Corruption usurps his gavel.   
   
Crime pays in this country 
Corruption has its handsome rewards 
Just one judgement sold to the richest bidder 
Will catapult Judge & Lawyer to the Billionaires’ Club 
   
The Law, they say, is an ass 
Sometimes fast, sometimes slow 
But the Law in Nigeria is a vulture 
Fat on the cash-and-carry carrion of murdered Conscience 
   
Won gb’ebi f’alare 
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Won gb’are f’elebi** 
They kill our trust in the common good 
These Monsters of Mammon in their garish gowns 
   
Unhappy the land 
Where jobbers are judges 
Where Impunity walks the streets 
Like a large, invincible Demon 
   
Come Sunday, they troop to the church 
Friday, they mouth their mantra in pious mosques 
But they pervert Justice all week long 
And dig us deeper into the hellish hole 
   
Nigeria is a huge corpse 
With milling maggots on its wretched hulk 
They prey every day, they prey every night 
For the endless decomposition of our common soul 
   
My Most Honourable Lord 
Just tell me where to keep your bribe. 
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i Cf. “Nigeria’s crisis of development is located firmly in its distorted federalism (italics and bold added); 

correcting it is the only guarantee of lasting peace,” in Punch, Editorial, November 7th 2016.  
ii There are lessons to learn from India’s federal system: “A big part of India’s success has come from 

devolving power to the country’s state governments. What happens at the centre is of correspondingly less 

importance,” in The Economist (London), May 15th 2004.  
iii I consider outsourcing the problem to God without playing our part as a non-solution.  “Only God can 

unite Nigeria – Buhari” – headline in Daily Trust, November 8th 2016 - “In a country of 450 ethnic groups, 
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it is not easy to come together, only God can do it,” Ibid. As correctly observed in ancient Greece, “God 

helps those who help themselves.”   
iv Some of the good practices of the Commissioner for Public Appointments in the United Kingdom that 

has functioned effectively for over two decades would deserve to be examined for adaptation, as 

appropriate. 
v The Legatum Institute (London) is an international think tank and educational charity focused on 
promoting prosperity 
vi The broad-gauged definition of prosperity adopted here is more appropriate for the purpose of 
this Lecture than its definition as a stage in an economic cycle: low unemployment, high total 
income (leading to high purchasing power) and low inflation rate.  
vii “Little else is required to carry a state to the highest level of opulence from the lowest 
barbarism, but peace, easy [to collect] taxes, and a tolerable administration of justice; all the rest 
being brought by the natural course of things” – Adams Smith, cited in Besley and Persson 
(2011).  
viii Although the military would qualify as an elite institution by my definition, it is not included for 
discussion here because of its unusual trajectory of usurping powers to rule for close to three 
decades with consequences that deserve separate treatment. I have suggested elsewhere that 
there is need for a comprehensive study on how the military underdeveloped Nigeria – see, 
Clifford Ndujihe & Rufus Ike, “Restructuring: Nigeria must devolve power or die – Prof 
Adamolekun,” Vanguard, August 7th 2016. 
ix Kevin Sieff, “A famine unlike any we have seen,” in Washington Post (Washington, D.C.), 
October 13th 2016. 
x See, Ladipo Adamolekun, “A Transformation Agenda for Accelerating National Development.”  
Presidential Inauguration Lecture, May 28th 2011.  
xi The high GDP recorded between 2001 and 2014 was due to huge earnings from oil and largely 
a case of growth without development. 
xii I commend to you the poem in Appendix 2 by Professor Niyi Osundare, NNOM, one of 
Nigeria’s eminent poets.  It forcefully illustrates the frightening dimensions of the problem of 
corruption in the judiciary.  


