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FOREWORD

UCH OF THE FUTURE of the “third wave” of democratiza-
ton—now a quarter-century old

will depend on the fate

of a handful of large, pivotal states that are struggling with
massive problems of governance and could swing either toward democ-
racy or dictatorship in the coming years. Russia is struggling to resist
the slide to authoritarianism under a young leader who suggests that
only the return to tough, centralized power can fight economic and
political decay. Mexico has just experienced a historic breakthrough to
electoral democracy but now confronts huge challenges of economic
and political reform. Brazil has made halung but significant progress
toward more accountable government under the reform-minded lead-
ership of President Fernando Henrique Cardoso. By conrrast, however,
democracy in Pakistan succumbed in the military coup of October
1999 to massive corruption, economic disarray, and mounting ethnic
and sectarian tensions. The new democratic leadership in Indonesia is
laboring with grear difficulty to correct the abuses of authoritarian rule
and hold the country together. In Africa, two countries dominate their
subregions and generate powerful demonstration and diffusion effects
across the continent. One is South Africa, which, in the face of enor-
mous economig, racial, and public health problems, has nevertheless
maintained a liberal democracy. The other is Nigeria.

xl
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Owver the past four decades, no country in the world has had a
more turbulent and tragic demaocratic experience than Nigeria. One of
the most vibrant, pluralistic, and promising of the newly decolonized
African states, Nigeria went from the jubilation of independence to the
trauma of civil war in the space of less than seven years. When it became
a major oil producer just after the civil war ended in 1970 and then saw
its national income soar with the price of oil, the heavens seemed to be
smiling on this complex land of three major nationality groups and hun-
dreds of smaller ethnic and linguistic identities. During the 1970s,
Nigeria was the rising power of Africa, headed for rapid development
and international influence. As the oil income poured in, building
sprouted everywhere, universities mushroomed, education surged, and
nothing seemed impossible. It was a time of astonishingly rapid recov-
ery from the physical and psychological devastation of the cvil war.
When corruption seemed to sour the whole project under the lax polit-
ical leadership of General Yakubu Gowon, a military coup broughrin a
new set of leaders who seemed more purposeful and certainly more
determined to return the country to civilian, democratic rule.

In retrospect, the 1975-79 political wransition and the rebirth of
democracy under the Second Republic can be seen as the high-water
mark of political and economic promise in Nigerias postindependence
history. It was during those years of transition that the political energy,
innovation, and flexibility of Nigerians produced a dramarically
restructured federal system and a new democratic constitution with
many creative and wise provisions to manage Nigerias complex ten-
sions. [r was also during those years that oil income peaked at new,
breathraking levels. What political ingenuity and bargaining could not
solve would be eased or washed away in the seemingly endless flood
tide of oil revenue.

But the moment of hope and healing did nort last long. Even as the
oil revenue was pouring in, deep cracks were resurfacing in the edifice of
Nigerian democracy. Despite imaginative constitutional engineering,
ethnic cleavage and regional competition swrained the counuy’s party
politics. The negarive impacts of massive dependence on oil revenue
became more glaring as the struggle for control of the county’s oil
wealth became the dominant theme of politics at every level. Massive
corruption blighted politics and governance, distorting planning,
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depleting public accounts, and diverting funds from development proj-
ects into overseas bank accounts or shocking, vulgar displays of ill-gotten
wealth. The public became cynical and disgusted. Politicians with wo
much at stake to risk defear in an election resorted to brazen electoral
traud and violence. On December 31, 1983, not long afrer the first rest
of the Second Republic’s ability to renew itself in a national election, the
system came crashing down in a military coup to widespread popular
celebration.

For the next fifteen long, brutalizing years, Nigeria struggled to
rerurn to democracy and to achieve the accountability and economic
prudence that had eluded it during the Second Republic. For most of
this time, the promise of economic and political reform was squan-
dered under the duplicitous and murderous rule of two military dicra-
tors, Ibrahim Babangida and Sani Abacha. Now, early into what is
hoped to be a long-lived Fourth Republic, Nigeria stll confronts the
basic questions of governance that have dogged it throughout its forty
years of independence: How should federal institutions be designed to
manage and contain the country’s countess ethnic, subethnic, region-
al, and now increasingly religious cleavages? How should democratic
institutions be reformed and bolstered o strengthen accountability and
the rule of law? And how can the economy be restructured so as to
unlock the countrys immense developmental potential?

These are the same three broad challenges of governance with
which the other pivoral “swing stares” are struggling. As large and eth-
nically complex countries, they all must manage powerful ceavages
based on terrirorial, ethnic, or, in some cases, religious identities. Some
of them, like Nigeria and Indonesia, tace the tundamental question of
whether they can even hold together as one country. Related to this is
the danger, faced espeuall\ by Pakistan and Nigeria, that prolonged
failure to come to grips with the basic challenges of governance could
so erode the moral and institutional fabric of public life that the stare
will essentially collapse. Increasingly, the three challenges of governance
appear not as a coincidence of separate problems burt as part of an
organic whole. People do nort trust the state and they do not trust one
another. They have no confidence in the national project, in the inst-
tutons of economic and political life, and in the future generally.
Consequently, every group, every faction and family, begs and bleeds
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the state for anything it can, as much as it can, as quickly as it can.
When most of the country’s wealth flows through the state because of
a highly centralized and monolithic oil economy. the problem is inten-
sitied by several orders of magnirude.

This is the Nigeria thar Rotimi Suberu grapples with in this land-
mark work of scholarship and political analysis. As the reader will dis-
cover from Suberu’s comprehensive citations, federalism has long been a
subject of intensive academic inquiry and political debate in Nigeria. In
fact, no Nigerian problem has elicited more creative and heated discus-
sion, and more searching scholarly attention, than the history, function-
ing, design, and restructuring of the country’s federal system. Yer even
against this rich backdrop of learned and at times distinguished conrri-
butions, Federalism and Ettmic Conflict in Nigeria stands out as the defin-
itive treatment to date of an enormously complex and woubled history.
Of course, Suberu’s book has one advantage over previous works. As the
most recent treatment, it offers the most up-to-date assessment of the
evolution of Nigerian federalism and of the recent dangerous mutation
of long-standing regional and ethnic cleavages into an increasingly polar-
ized religious form: Muslim versus Christian. [t is also the first work o
take full stock of the enormous damage to the spirit and structure of
Nigertan federalism done by the previous military dictatorships
{1984-1999), with their relentless centralization of revenue and power
and their repeated cynical ploys to generate some political legiimacy by
creating more states and more local governments.

Suberu’s work does much more than update previous analysis,
however. [n a balanced and dispassionate fashion, it weighs Nigeria’s
institutional experience in light of theories and the comparartive expe-
rience of federalism. It also locates the travails of Nigerian federalism
squarely within the broader context of Nigerias distorted political
economy. The fundamental obstacle to successful federalism in Nigeria
1s not the mere existence of multiple and deep sectional cleavages, but
their incessant aggravation by an oil-based economy in which the cen-
tral government controls and disperses (or fails to honor its legal obli-
gations 1o disperse) most public revenue.

As Suberu shows throughout this splendid book. especially in
chaprer 3, the extreme centralization of control over revenue flows has
fed the worst pathologies of Nigerian tederalism. [r has focused politi-
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cal attention excessively on control of the federal government. It has
made the formulas for allocation of revenue vertically (between differ-
ent levels of government} and horizonrally (among the different states
and the local government areas) an insoluble bone of contention. It has
given the central government the ability to bring subordinate govern-
ments to their knees by withholding the revenue that is their lifeblood.
[n doing so. it has virtually erased a fundamenral principle of federal-
ism—that lower levels of government have some areas of autonomous

authority that cannot be overridden by the center—and robbed subor-
dinate units of any significant incentive to generate revenue of their
own. It has also spawned profound grievances on the part of the oil-
producing areas of the Niger Delta, from which much has been taken
but little has been returned, except environmental disaster, economic
destitution, and political repression.

As a result of all of this, Suberu mainrains., Nigeria’s “hyper-
centralized™ shell of federalism has gradually driven out any sense of
civic or truly national commitment, leaving a shifting jumble of ethnic,
regional, religious, and factional alignments to contend ceaselessly for
power and resources. It is probably only the fact that the lines of cleav-
age do shift around, and up and down, that keeps the system from frac-
turing totally. Bur, Suberu carefully demonstrates, as more and more
states have been created, politics has rended to become recentralized
around the tripolar ethnic deavage of Hausa versus Yoruba versus Igbo
and, even more ominously, around the bipolar cleavages of North ver-
sus South and Muslim versus Christian. These developments have left
the Fourth Republic besieged with the “clamor for radical political
restructuring,” including calls for confederation that would essentially
dissalve the stare of Nigeria.

Suberu points to many aspects ot Nigerian federalism thar are
imaginative and hopeful. In principle, the multistate system disperses
conflict and conrains it within political subunits; fragments the solidari-
v of the three major ethnic groups; generates cross-curting, state-based
cleavages; and devolves resources down to lower levels of authority.
Meanwhile, the “federal character” principle gives each group a role and
a stake in the system. Bur these theoretical benefits of Nigeria's federal
architecture have largely been vitiated by the intensely centralizing effects
of federal government control and distribution of oil income. In such a
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system, every group must get access to federal power and resources in
order to survive, and the major groups feel secure only when they con-
trol the national government and, hence, the presidency. In more truly
federal systems, different regions and ethnic groups can aftord ro lose
power at the center because they have resources of their own ro work with
and the structure of federalism shields them from excessive intervention
and predartion from the center. This fiscal autonomy and political insula-
tion, Subert demonstrates, is largely lacking in Nigeria.

What has emerged in Nigeria, Suberu convincingly tells us, is a
highly superficial, vulnerable, and distorted federalism in which virtu-
ally all political imagination and mobilization is focused around the
insatiable thirst for centrally controlled resources. for a piece of the
“national cake.” This frantic quest for resources—or what Babangida
termed, in an ironically fitting allusion to his own governance, “the
has largely driven the proliferating move-
ments for new states and local government areas, the contlicts over

national cake psychosis”

where to place new state capirals, the drive to “indigenize” public sec-
tor appointments at the state level, and the demands for pure propor-
tionality (a “fair share™) in the distribution of federal appoinuments,
university admissions, and other opportunities and resources controlled
by the center. As it has descended into an obsession with securing dis-
tributive shares, the “federal character” principle has proved divisive
rather than integrative, undermining the integrity and capacity of every
nstitution it has touched, including prominentdy the civil service and
higher education. Sacrificing individual rights on the altar of group
rights, it has nevertheless failed to benefit more than a narrow elite stra-
tum of the disadvantaged groups. Moreover, as we see in chapter 6,
when population is used as a major basis for allocating national revenue
and legislative seats, distributing developmental projects, and creating
new states and local government areas. the process of counting popu-
lation inevitably becomes a politcal contest. The technical expertise
necessary to execute a reliable, mutually accepred census is thus over-
whelmed by the raw political muscle and deceit that gets mobilized in
a zero-sum struggle for power and resources.

As this book emphasizes in its clarifving analysis and eloquent
prose, there is no way out of this bedeviled and precarious situation
except through democracy. The military has complerely discredited
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itself as a political alternative, having abused federalism in practice and
aravely distorted it in structure while systemarically abusing human
rights and plundering the country’s wealth. A more viable Nigerian fed-
eralism can emerge only through constitutional reform and insttu-
tonal innovation under civilian, democratic rule.

In his final chaprer, Suberu reviews the ideas and proposals that
have been oftered for reforming Nigerias federal system. Proposals to
rotate or redesign federal executive offices miss the essential point, he
argues. No constitutional revision can strengthen federalism and
democracy in Nigeria unless it decentralizes power and resources. In
short, several decades of “hypercentralization™ must be reversed. An
essential step, Suberu argues, would be to retum to the states many of
their original powers and functions, which must be entrenched through
constitutional language giving the states exclusive jurisdiction in these
matters. Control over local governments must be transferred from the
center to the states, which should in tum devolve more power to the
localities. Most of all, the system of revenue allocation must be
reformed. Vertically, a greater share of natonal revenue must be assigned
to state and local governments, and an independent, neutral adminis-
tration must be given the authority to ensure that these lower levels of
government receive the revenue due them. States and localities must also
be given more authority to raise revenue of their own by shifting down-
ward some taxes that are now exclusively federal. Horizontally, states and
localities must be given incentives to generate internal revenue by hav-
ing thar criterion weigh more heavily in the allocation of national rev-
enue. And more weight must be given to the “derivation” principle, so
that the devastated oil-producing areas receive a greater proportion of
the mineral wealth beneath them and offshore.

The logic of these reformis is strong and enjoys broad (although far
from universal) support within Nigeria. However, no reform program
can strengthen federalism and improve democratic governance in Nigeria
unless it also addresses the related pathology of pervasive corruption and
abuse of power. Unless transparency and the rule of law are strengthened
so that political institutions work in practice at least somewhar as they are
intended to in theory, no redesign of the federal system can achieve much
good. Thar is why, Suberu emphasizes, transparency and bureaucratc
professionalism and autonomy are so imporrant in the administration of
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the country’s system for raising and allocating revenue. In fact, proce-
dures to ensure integrity and accountability and thereby ro restrain power
must extend to every major government institution if the enormous pre-
mium on controlling the state is to be reduced.

Yet corruption and abuse of power will be easier to control it
power and resources are shifted downward, to levels of authority that
are closer to the people and more visible. Then governance will begin
to be redefined from an elite project to divide up “the national cake™ to
a public obligation to improve human welfare. Transparency and
decentralization thus must proceed in tandem as the two fundamental
pillars of political reform in Nigeria. Each goal requires powerful insti-
tutions of horizontal accountability that are insulated from the control
of partisan politicians. An independent judiciary is particularly vital,
Suberu notes. Not only must the judicial system enforce the laws
against corruption, it must also defend the vertical distribution of
power against encroachment from the center. Whar makes a system of
government truly federal is that subnational units have some powers
that are inviolable. Ultimarely, only the courts can defend thar bound-
ary of authority against a self-aggrandizing center.

If the broad direction of reform is clear, the prospect is uncertain
at best. No one should underestimate the gravity of the challenge con-
fronting Nigeria during this Fourth Republic. Every previous attempt
to make federalism and democracy work has failed. For the past two
decades, each failure has sunk the country turther into political. eco-
nomic, and moral decay. As Suberu shows, the political and social glue
that holds the Nigerian federation together is wearing thin. Yet there is
no better alternartive for Nigeria's future than true federalism. There is

a tremendous amount at stake now—not only for Nigeria, but for
Africa and the world—in making the institutions of Nigeria's federal
democracy work this time and in redesigning them so they can work
more effecrively, with broader popular commitmenrt. Those many
Nigerians who appreciate the urgent need to establish a more viable
federalism will find no better guide than this outstanding book.

LARRY DHAMOND
HoovER INSTITUTION
STANFORD UNIVERSITY



PREFACE

15 BOOK 1§ ABOUT THE DILEMMAS of the Nigerian system of
federalism. [t comes at a time of intensive agitation and exten-
sive debate within Nigeria over the failure and future of the
federation. At the heart of the Nigerian predicament, the book argues,
is the development of an intensely dysfunctional system of cenrralized
“ethno-distributive” federalism. The system is significantly rooted in
the country’s ethnic fragmentation and socioeconomic underdevelop-
ment. But its unwholesomeness has been aggravated by the hyper-
centralization and broad institutional ruination arising from the over-
bearing influence of “soldiers and oil” on Nigeria’s political economy.
To be sure, the contradictions of Nigeria's ethno-distributive fed-
eralism and political economy have been analyzed by several scholars,
notably Daniel Bach and Richard Joseph. My modest contribution here
involves the concerted dissection and discussion of the troubling con-
flices that have plagued the Nigerian federal system in the four ethno-
distriburtive arenas of revenue allocation, rerritorial reorganization, inter-
group representation, and population enumeration. A further substan-
tive concern of this study considers the challenges and possibilities of
federal reconstruction and the mirigation of ethnic conflicr in Nigeria.
This study has its roots in my doctoral research from 1986 1w
1990 ac the University of Ibadan into the instability of federalism in

XIX
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Nigeria. The actual writing of the book began in 1993-94, when I was
a tellow at the United Stares Institute of Peace in Washingron, D.C. [
am deeply grateful w the Institute for the fellowship, and for waiting
so patiently and supportively for five years for the completion of the
manuscript. For helping ro make my one-year stay at the Institute such
a rewarding and memorable experience, I am particularly thankful o
Insticute staff members Sally Blair, Barbara Cullicott, Joe Klaits,
Timothy Sisk, David Smock, my “fellow fellow” Norma Krieger, and
my superb research assistant, Curtis Noonan.

For nurturing and sustaining my interest in issues of federalism and
political economy, I am indebred ro four of my teachers at the Universities
of Jos and [badan: Protessors Busari Adebisi, John Ayoade, [sawa Elaigwu,
and Aaron Gana. I am especially grateful to Professor Ayoade for the
prodigious inspiration and meticulous guidance that he provided as my
principal docroral thesis supervisor. [ hope the publicaton of this work
will evoke some sense of tutelary pride and fulfillment in him.

My research into Nigerian federalism has also benefited, either
directly or indirectly, from the facilitation, encouragement, example,
advice, or comments of several friends. colleagues. collaborators, teach-
ers, and students. Without the support or stimulation of such individ-
uals, the burden of researching, reflecting, and writing in the often dif-
ficult Nigerian environment would have been much more unbearable.
Ar the considerable risk of inadvertently leaving out the names of some
important benefacrors, [ wanrt to acknowledge the following persons:
Ladipo Adamolekun, Wale Adebanwi, Bayo Adekanve, Adigun
Agbaje, Rafiu Akindele, E. E. Alemika, Kunle Amuwo, A. 5. Ben-
jamin, Daniel Bach, Peter Ekeh, Jaye Gaskia, Alex Gboyega, Goran
Hyden, Enemaku Idachaba, Jibrin Ibrahim, Chris Ikporukpo, Victor
Isumonah, Arlene Jacquette, Darren Kew, Peter Lewis, Joshua Lincoln,
Peter ' Melanchuk, Nereus Nwosu, Olatunde . B. Ojo, Dele Olowu,
Fred Onyeoziri. Eghosa Osaghae, Sarafa Ogundiya, Femi Omoroso,
Marty Oranez, Femi Otubanjo, Oyeleye Ovediran, Tunde Oyekanmi,
Altred Stepan, Patrick Ukata, Ronald Warts, and, of course, Crawford
Young.

L am grateful to my wife, Ibironke, and my children, Paul, Moyin,
and Oriro, for being ever so supportive and indulgent of my academic
pursuits. T am also deeply indebred to my parents, to whom this book
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is dedicated, for their immeasurable contributions to my personal and
professional development.

Special thanks are due to Dan Snodderly and my editor and
friend, Peter Pavilionis, as well as their colleagues at the U.S. Insttute
of Peace Press, for their diligent management of this book project. For
their useful and encouraging comments on the book’s draft manu-
seript. [ also wish to thank two anonymous and one not-so-anonymous
reviewers commissioned by the Press.

In the course of the past ten years or thereabouts, Larry Diamond
has been to me an indefatigable motivator, facilitator, mentor, and col-
laboraror. He encouraged and supported my application for the
Institute fellowship, and he has selflessly and generously promoted my
work and research in numerous other ways. At the same time, Larry’s
own writings on Nigeria have been a tremendous source of inspiration
to me and to a whole generation of students of the country’s politics.
The depth of his interest in Nigerian studies and in my own work is
eloquently demonstrated in the fine foreword thar he has crafred for
this book. [ owe him an irredeemable debr of gratitude.
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A POLITICAL CHRONOLOGY OF
POSTINDEPENDENCE NIGERIA

1960 Independence from Great Britain. Abubakar Tatawa Balewa serves
as prime minister.

1963 Republic established. Nnamdi Azikiwe becomes president. Mid-
West Region joins Northern, Western, and Fastern Regions.

1966 Military rule imposed after January coup. Establishment of
Supreme Military Council (SMC). led by Major General
Johnson T. U. Aguiyi-Ironsi from the southern Igbo ethnic
group. Northern Muslim resentment leads to second coup in
July. Colonel (later, Major General) Yakubu Gowon, heads the
Federal Military Government.

1967 Gowon reorganizes Nigerias four regions into twelve states.

May 1967 Eastern Region leader Lieurenant Colonel Odumegwu
Ojukwu declares the region the Republic of Biafra; fighting
ensues in July between rebels and Nigerian armed forces. State of
emergency declared.

January 1970 Rebels surrender.

1975 Gowon overthrown in bloodless coup while artending Organ-
ization of African Unity conference. Brigadier Murtala Mohammed
assumes the position of head of state and convenes Constitution
Drafting Committee to develop a new constitution with the aim of
establishing an “executive presidential system.”

1976 Seven more states added to federation. Mohammed assassinated
during an abortive coup attempr. Chief of General Staff Lieu-
tenant General Olusegun Obasanjo takes over as SMC chairman
and head of state.

1978 Constituent Assembly endorses draft constitution, which is
promulgated by the Supreme Military Coundil after it makes a
number of changes. Twelve-year state of emergency lifted, as is
ban on political parties.

1979 Second Republic. Executive presidential system established
under new constitution. National Party of Nigeria candidares
Alhaji Shehu Shagari and Alex Ekwueme elected as president and
vice president, respectively.
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1983 Shagari re-elected, despite drop in oil income, excessive govern-
ment spending, and widespread corruption. In December, senior
military officers seize power.

January 1984 Major General Muhammadu Buhari sworn in as chair-
man of new Supreme Military Council, which launches “war
against indiscipline.”

1985 In the midst of severe political repression, the Buhari regime is
deposed by senior SMC members. Major General [brahim
Babangida installed as leader of Armed Forces Ruling Council
(AFRC), which loosens press restrictions and encourages more
open political system.

1986 Babangida announces five-year transition plan for return to civil-
ian rule, including development of new constitution. Appoints
“Political Bureau.” made up of legal and political scholars, to rec-
ommend constitutional design and political reforms.

1987 Two new states—Akwa [bom and Katsina—added o federartion.

1989 Babangida lifts ban on party politics and announces new draft
constitution recommended by Constituent Assembly. Citing
“factionalism,” he winnows thirteen parties seeking registration
to two state-sponsored organizations, the Social Democratic
Party and the National Republican Convention. New constitu-
tion for Third Republic is promulgared.

1991 Babangida announces decision to increase number of states in
the federation to thirty.

1992 Following two rounds of invalidared presidendal primary elec-
tons, Babangida announces replacement of AFRC with a
National Defense and Security Council and the establishment of
a Transition Council to prepare for presidential election and
inauguration of civilian rule.

1993 In June presidential elections, Moshood Kashimawo Olawale
(*M. K. O.”) Abiola apparenty wins, but a court injunction pre-
vents announcement of results. Before stepping down as president
in August, Babangida names Transition Council chairman Chiet
Ernest Shonekan as head of Interim National Government (ING).
In November, Defense Minister General Sani Abacha takes over as
head of new military administration after Nigerias Federal High
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Court declares ING unconsttutional. Abacha dissolves the coun-

wy’s bicameral legislature —the National Assembly—bans the two
national political parties, and establishes a DProvisional Ruling
Council made up of senior military officers.

1994 Abacha convenes Narional Constitutional Conference (NCC),
which gives preliminary endorsement to draft constitution and
recomumends return to civilian government no later than January
1. 1996.

1995 Final NCC report to the Abacha regime contains new draft of
basic law but no tmetable for its implementation. Abacha
announces that his administration will cede authority to civilian
government by October 1, 1998.

1996 Six more states—one in each geographic zone—added rto feder-

ation, bringing total number of states to thirty-six.

1998 Abacha dies unexpectedly; General Abdulsalam Abubakar desig-
nated as his successor. Abubakar announces transition to civilian
rule will be completed by May 1999. Government publishes
NCC’s draft constitution. Niger Delta region withesses violent
protests and occupations of oil production facilities.

1999 Abubakar declares Fourth Republic with adeption of new basic
law based on the 1979 constitutional framework. Former army
general Olusegun Obasanjo elected president in February. Return
to civilian rule complered in May, with Obasanjo’s inauguration
as president for a four-year term and enactment of the new con-
stitution. Mass violence erupts in northern region as Muslim-
dominated states consider adopring Islamic legal codes; southern
states experience anti-Muslim backlash.
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