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Introduction  

igeria celebrated her 60th anniversary 

as an independent country on October 

1st, 2020, but was under military rule for 

half that time. This perhaps explains why many 

Nigerians have become accustomed to living in 

fear of oppression and subjugation. However, 

with the re-establishment of democracy in 1999, 

an event that was supposed to mark the 

beginning of a new era, most Nigerians 

expected to finally reap the benefits of a 

democratic order that put them first through 

people-centred policies. Unfortunately, this 

dream turned out to have been largely a mirage 

(Aina, 2020). 
Like many other countries and emerging 

democracies, Nigeria has had to face several trials. 

These include unemployment and 

underemployment, erratic power supply, 
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ABSTRACT 
The youth 

globally are 

recognized as a 

formidable and 

critical segment 

of the 

population of 

every society 

whose strength 

and dynamism 

are essential in 

the process of 

birthing a new 

nation. 

Unfortunately, in 

some developing 

countries like 

Nigeria, the 

government has 

not really 

embraced the 

youth as a 

central factor in 

its development 

efforts. There is 

however a  
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infrastructural gaps, insufficient social 

amenities, poor healthcare services, the 

lack of access to quality education and the 

threat posed by violent extremism – all in 

the past decade (Aina, 2020). 

Older Nigerians are inclined to recall about 

our ‘good old days’; when our institutions 

of learning competed on global standards. 

Graduates with a first school leaving 

certificate could secure jobs that provided 

for their families, the purchasing power of 

the naira was as strong as the British pound 

and Nigerian citizens could travel without 

their passports raising red flags. Nigeria’s 

youth have never known this 

Nigeria. These challenges have compelled 

Nigerians, typically known to be 

hardworking and resilient, to endure these 

pains while looking towards the state to 

cater to their needs. Despite the oil boom 

of the 1970s where the problem with 

Nigeria was ‘not money but how to spend 

it’, the quality of our decision making was 

abysmal. As a result, Nigeria’s young 

population inherited nothing but socio-

economic decline and a dwindling 

international reputation.  

Given this preceding position —amidst this 

atmosphere of discontent—some young 

protester, staged a demonstration at the 

Lagos State Government Secretariat. This 

protest was not to demand the usual list of 

national deficiencies like jobs, electricity or 

education. It was a demand for the most 

basic of all civil liberties; the right to 

growing evidence of 

youth activism and 

mobilization for political 

inclusion and for a nation 

that guarantees rights to 

life, liberty and the 

pursuit of happiness as 

exemplified by the 

#ENDSARS Movement. It 

is against this backdrop 

that this paper examined 

the place of youth in 

birthing a new social 

order in Nigeria. 

Theoretically, this study 

is framed in terms of 

gerontocracy in a power 

exchange context. To 

achieve this objective, 

content analytical 

method was adopted as 

relevant data were 

sourced from secondary 

sources mainly 

textbooks, articles from 

reputable journals and 

periodicals.  
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life. Specifically, it was a demand for the permanent disbandment of the 

Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a rogue unit of the Nigerian police 

force responsible for at least 82 confirmed cases of extrajudicial torture 

and killings within the last three years alone, and possibly thousands 

more. Within a few days of the Alausa protest, Nigeria was described as 

being in the middle of a revolution. Nigerian youth were finding their 

voices for the first time and assertively taking a stand against police 

brutality. Spread throughout Nigeria and on social media from 8 October 

2020, the #EndSARS protests reached all six geo-political regions, as well 

as in countries with large diaspora populations like the UK, US, Canada 

and Germany. 

The wind of change has been blowing for quite a while. After the global 

financial crisis in 2008, there were the Occupy Wall Street protests in 

America. Occupy Wall Street (OWS) was a protest movement against 

economic inequality that began in Zuccotti Park, located in New York 

City’s Wall Street financial district, in September 2011. Thereafter came 

the Extinction Rebellion, a global environmental movement with the 

stated aim of using non-violent civil disobedience to compel government 

action to avoid tipping points in the climate system, biodiversity loss, and 

the risk of social and ecological collapse. Young Greta Thunberg, a 

Swedish environmental activist gained international recognition as the 

face of the protests for promoting the view that humanity is facing an 

existential crisis arising from climate change.  

As noted by Okere (2020), the past two years have indeed been years of 

displeasure, with protests calling for the removal of corrupt 

governments, better living standards, greater freedoms and more rights, 

tumbling leaders from Bolivia to Sudan, with the latest being the forced 

resignation of the President of Kyrgyzstan, Sooronbay Jeenbekov, after 

weeks of mass protests. As a consequence, the leaders of Bolivia, 

Algeria, Lebanon, Iraq and Sudan have all been pushed out. Across the 

world, protests by youths targeted at taking back their future is like a 

moving train. It will crush anything that stands in its front. Remain on the 

platform and it will leave you behind, or you can hop on it for a ride into 

a future of social justice and good governance (Okere (2020). All over 

the world, the youth have broken ranks with the earlier generation 
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when they feel that their future is being mortgaged, mostly through 

excessive greed of the “elders” (Okere, 2020). The scenario in Nigeria is 

not very different.  

Nigeria with a population of over 180 million people has an interesting 

demography of young people, who are energetic, vibrant and full of 

prospects to make impact in the nation. Currently the Nigerian youth 

within the age range of 18-35 years account for over the 70% of the 

population of Africa’s largest economy (Proshare, 2018). They make 

tremendous contributions to society at all levels as actors, players, 

partners and strategic catalysts for development. Yet, in spite of their 

valuable input to human development, youth contributions for 

development process have for centuries remained unacknowledged by 

societies that favour adult aged person. People have been so distrustful 

of the youths’ capability that they doubted if civilization could continue.  

As the future, and the pillars on which a nation would eventually rest, the 

youths possess a place of importance in the structure of a nation. 

Consequently the most developmental effort that any country therefore 

can present to itself is the conscious investments in the furtherance of the 

states of her youths. Contrarily, what is mostly obtainable in several African 

states with particular reference to Nigeria is the presence of youths who 

are grossly dejected, rejected, in a state of acute lack, deprived, 

unemployed and above all, underdeveloped. This has placed many youths 

in vulnerable positions: they are the pawns of the gimmickry of fraudulent 

politicians who employ them as tools to achieve their greedy aims; and as 

a means to survival, many have taken to car-washing, thuggery, petty-

trading, money- begging, bus-driving, pocket-picking and prostitution. 

In June 2018, CNN announced that Nigeria had overtaken India as the 

country with the largest number of people living in extreme poverty, 

with an estimated 87 million Nigerians, or around half of the country’s 

population, thought to be living on less than $1.90 a day. Data from the 

National Bureau of Statistics reveals that Nigeria’s unemployment rate 

as at the second quarter of 2020 was 27.1%, indicating that about 21.7 

million Nigerians remain unemployed. The data also reveals that the 

worst-hit are Nigerian Youths (between the ages of 15 and 25 years) with 

over 13.9 million currently unemployed (NBS, 2020). With the largest 
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economy in Africa (GDP of $447b in 2019 compared to South Africa $359b 

and Egypt $303b), and despite her abundant natural resources and huge 

revenue from oil and gas exports of $32.6 billion in 2018 (according to 

eiti.org) it seems that Nigeria is experiencing growth without shared 

prosperity. The gap between the rich and poor is ever increasing, as is 

the gap between the “in crowd” and those left behind. Our youth are 

forced to take to immigration – legal and illegal, sometimes risking 

dangerous trails in the Sahara desert and across the Atlantic Ocean in 

rickety rafts in pursuit of survival. Nigeria has been a “country of huge 

potential” since independence 60 years ago.  

It is against this background that the paper  examines the place of the youth 

in the Nigerian political system, underpinning the plights of the youths in 

gerontocracy driven power exchange. The paper is essentially an appraisal 

of the place of the youths in the  Nigerian troubled-state.  

 

Contextualising Youth 

There is a mixed feelings among researchers, countries, cultures, and 

development experts including governments on the actual delimitation 

of who a youth is. Youth, as a concept varies from culture to culture and 

from society to society. In most societies in Nigeria the progression from 

childhood to youth involves some systematic rites of passage. These rites 

have symbolic significance in that, simply by participating in them, an 

individual achieves a new status and position. Such new status gains 

validity through genuine community action and recognition.  

Flexibility of interpretation is essential in overcoming the difficulties of 

age definition. It is equally significant to acknowledge that young people 

may not be seen as a single demographic unit, but must be considered 

as a broad category encompassing many specific subgroups, which 

might require specifically targeted policies (Kura, 2008). Thus, this has 

generated controversies on a unified definition of youth. The difficulty to 

bring out a clear-cut definition for youth prompted Uhunmwuangho and 

Oghator (2013) to posit that 

The growing commitment to the involvement of the youth in 

global development process is a clear recognition of their 

potentials as change agents within the civil society. This 



 

TIMBOU-AFRICA ACADEMIC PUBLICATIONS 
AUG., 2021 EDITIONS, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF: 

 

TIJSSRA 293 

SOCIAL SCIENCE RES. & ANTHROPOLOGY VOL.6 

ISSN: 2977-5745 

awareness has attracted scholarly attention in an attempt to 

clarify and articulate a conceptual category for youth. In most 

literatures, scholars have often employe`d the criterion of age 

to define youth. However, sociological studies have shown 

that this criterion is fluid and therefore vary from one society 

to another. 

 

The foregoing raises definitional issues and implications for the meaning 

of youth to include biological, sociological and cultural criterion. 

Tsegaye, (2006) notes that academics attempt to conceptualize and 

define youth as a special group that makes diverse socioeconomic 

contributions. Yet, some among these recent texts have portrayed youth 

as deviants, criminals or simply ill-informed. One of them portrays them 

as ‘irresponsible and subject to caprice. Mudaly, (1999) goes further, 

dismissing the idea that youth are a homogenous group and arguing that 

the concept is flawed because it infers there are more similarities than 

differences between young people. The concept of youth homogeneity 

ignores the diversity of their experiences, levels of maturity, gender, 

sexuality, abilities, cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Further, the 

concept overlooks the role relationships between groups of young 

people, and geographical location, institutions, economics and politics 

play in forming identity. Youth is therefore more accurately defined as a 

relational stage, where young people develop into unique individuals 

(Wyn and White, 1997). Kenway, (1993) moves the conceptual discourse 

forward, arguing that “youth is ‘a slippery concept’ … When does it start 

and finish? … Some would say that there is a fluidity that transcends 

demarcation.” Kenway further argues that there are instances in any 

adult life where behavior or attitudes could be construed as ‘childish’ 

and, in the same way, young people can display remarkably adult actions 

or perceptions. 

Hornby et al (2001), sees youths as “the state or time of being young – 

young men and women”. Hornby (1995) defined youth as the time of life 

when a person is young especially the time before a child becomes an 

adult. It is also used to mean the quality or state of being young. Rundell 

(2007), adds that youth refers to the time in peoples life when they are 
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young or looking young. Generally, the term youth refers to a time of life 

that is neither childhood nor adulthood.  

National Youth Policy (2019) in its position on the meaning of youth 

posited that “the way in which a nation defines its youth is related to the 

object conditions and realities that exist on ground especially historical 

and contemporary socio-economic and political issues that need to be 

addressed”. For the purpose of this presentation, we will exploit the age 

bracket of 18 – 35 to look at the meaning of youth, with emphasis that 

“this category represents the most active, most volatile, and yet most 

vulnerable segment of the population, socio-economically and in other 

respects”. Angulu-Sani considered persons within the age range of 6-36 

years as youth. Other scholars employed the age bracket of 15-30 to 

define youth. It is also helpful to add that progressive-mindedness is one 

of the defining characteristics of youth. Therefore, the current thinking 

is that people beyond the age of 36 who share the ideals of a progressive 

society are also considered as being youthful. Whatever the age limit, 

youths are men and women considered to be young, energetic, vibrant 

and resourceful, who are often engaged in social enterprises that 

requires physical strength and mental capacity (Suleiman, 2006). 

 

Theoretical Discourse 

The theoretical framework informing this study is framed in terms of 

gerontocracy in a power exchange context. A gerontocracy is a state or 

society governed by old people. Oyebode (2014) links the respect for 

elders in African society to deification of ancestors. Elders are seen as 

“living ancestors” and are recognized as custodians of wisdom and 

repository of the knowledge of the society. Mendosa (1976:60) refers to 

the belief system that a junior is expected to honour and obey any senior 

individual as “eldership complex”.  

The idea of respect for elders is not a uniquely African phenomenon but 

the African expression of the tendency manifests in ways that seems to 

impact negatively on the political system. Take the United States for 

instance, President Joe Biden is 78 years old. Former President Trump is 

74 years. Nancy Pelosi, the Speaker of the House of Representatives is 

80 years old. The leader of the Democratic Majority in the U.S. House of 
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Representatives, Steny Hoyer is 81 years old. The leader of the 

Republican minority in the Senate,  Mitch McConnell, is 78 years old. The 

pro tempore president of the Senate, Patrick Leahy, is 81 years old. 

The difference between a place like Nigeria and a place like the United 

States is the context of the gerontocracy in Nigeria. The context that 

makes the Nigerian case peculiar is the power exchange context. The 

power exchange thesis draws from the social exchange theory, which 

studies the social behaviour in the interaction of two parties. The sorts 

of interaction that constitute a social exchange usually implement a cost-

benefit analysis to determine the risks and benefits in the interaction.  

Cook and Rice (2003) opines that behavior in this social exchange is a 

function of payoffs, which are reciprocal. The main crux of the social 

exchange theory is that if the cost of a relationship is higher than the 

rewards, then the relationship may be terminated or abandoned. The 

#EndSARS protests in Nigeria were an attempt to alter the power 

dynamics in the Nigerian political system because the youth felt that the 

cost of maintaining that power relations was too high and 

disproportionately unfavourable to the young people.  

 

Nigerian Youth in a Troubled State 

The history of the Nigerian youth can not be divorced from a 

comprehensive reference to the history of the Nigerian state itself 

(Waziri, 2013). The Nigerian youth have contributed positively in solving 

the various crisis of birthing a new nation from colonial era down to post 

independence Nigeria. Historically, the Nigerian youth contributed and 

assisted in the decolonization process during the colonial era.  And also 

the role and contribution of Nigerian students and youths in forcing 

military to disengage from active politics, is historic and legendary of the 

active role and manifest responsibility of Nigerian youth to their society; 

paving way for the entrenchment of past and present democratic 

governance in Nigeria. 

Nigeria youths in their millions, energies, motivates, conscientises, 

galvanizes and mobilizes themselves and the whole society, towards 

freeing their country from the shackle of corruption, poverty, 

hopelessness, and brutality of the men and women in the uniform. What 
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we see and call as the Nigerian state, in present Nigeria, is a nation with 

mass of different ethnic nationalities with plain geographical expression. 

The Nigerian state emerged out of the defunct colonial state which came 

to an end by a coalition of political pressure groups in Nigeria and the 

entire African countries in 1960 (Fadakinte, 2002; Jega, 2003; Adejumobi, 

2003). Around the mid-1850s, the British, the Portuguese adventurers 

and the French voyagers embarked on the scramble for cheap resources 

across the less developed regions of the world. This was consequent 

upon the fact that at home, there had been a permanent ban or abolition 

of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade which had previously given Europe the 

opportunity to dissipate the human and material resources of the African 

continent for years.  

The emergence of industrial capitalism led to an international sanction 

on slavery and slave trade business with weighty penalties for defaulters, 

particularly, the European countries who declined to stop or were still 

indirectly involved in the Atlantic slave business across the African 

continent (Waziri, 2013). The order was initiated by America and the 

British government and was intended to defend the black race from the 

ills of slavery and introduced them into a new era of economic relations 

(Waziri, 2013). According to Adam Smith cited in Waziri (2013) the growth 

of free market economies and capitalist mode of production would 

increase the wealth of nations. The colonial imperialists having realised 

the effects of industrialization on European markets, saw the importance 

of growing their labour and capital markets outside the four walls of 

Europe and they embarked on the policy of colonization. This was driven 

by the fact that many European countries required raw materials from 

other parts and continents of the world to prop up their economies (Ake, 

1981; Johnson, 1969). Therefore, the need to colonize the supposed less 

developed people of the world became the primacy of the European 

super powers. This allowed them embark on policy designs that would 

suit the exploration and exploitation of the natural resources of these 

people. This was principally the backgrounds of colonial imperialism that 

led to the mass rush of Europeans to Africa, and that of their various 

representatives of their governments. It was this that also facilitated the 
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forceful cession of Lagos to the “British Empire” in London in 1861 

(Waziri, 2013). 

Thus, Lagos was carved out of its traditional societies by this action, as a 

noticeable town in Yoruba kingdom, and then made and denoted as the 

colony of Lagos. This began the course of colonization of Nigeria and 

most parts of Africa by the British and other European adventurers. Until 

1900 when the colonial masters decided to bring the two protectorates 

together as a matter of urgency, the Northern and Southern 

protectorates of Nigeria were independently managed during the early 

periods of colonialism for administrative expediency. For the British 

colonial masters it was no longer possible to manage protectorates 

because of the huge cost being incurred by the colonial office by 1914. 

Given this condition, the policy choice, then, led to the amalgamation of 

the Colony of Lagos with the Northern and Southern Protectorates. This 

process led to the birth of Nigeria, and to the emergence of the Nigerian 

colonial state. The colonial stated was sustained under the indirect rule 

system for more than 60n years. During colonial rule Nigerians suffered 

from the agony of poverty, racial discrimination, economic 

marginalization, ethnic chauvinism, political disengagement and cultural 

dislocation. However, through the collective struggles of the Pan 

Africanists and the Nigerian Youth Movement, the colonial masters 

granted political independence for Nigeria in 1960. 

In particular, young Nigerians led in the struggle for independence. As 

early as 1944, Nnamdi Azikiwe, still in his 30s, founded the National 

Council of Nigeria and the Cameroun (NCNC). Meanwhile, Obafemi 

Awolowo, Tafawa Belawa, Almadu Bello and Samuel Akintola, amongst 

many others in their 20s and 30s, rose to prominence through their 

activism. After independence in 1960, however, this trend began to 

dissipate. The golden era was not replaced with new young leaders, and 

by the 1980s, there were only a few politicians under 40. At the same 

time, youth movements calling for democracy and human rights were 

forcibly clamped down by the military regimes of the day. When Nigeria 

returned to multi-party democracy in 1999, there was optimism that the 

new system would prove more inclusive. But while youths hoped to be 

at the new vanguard of political progress, they were more often drafted 
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to serve as thugs and henchmen for the same older political class. Young 

people’s significance in Nigerian politics diminished, and apathy grew. 

Today, the youngest member of the parliament at the national level is 43 

(Orji, 2018). 

The nature and character of the Nigerian post-colonial state was not 

favourable to human centred development predominantly the class 

character and attitudes of the Nigerian political class to development 

(Waziri, 2013). As events enfolds, politics, which was thought to be a 

prospect to rebuild the post-colonial state in a way that assured the 

safety of Nigerians, became tools of oppression, violence and 

corruption. Thus, numerous political practises and elections which could 

have led to the enthronement of new leaders were fraught with 

violence, assassination and maiming. Because the post-colonial state was 

not positioned to help the future of the youth, most of the people whom 

the masses looked upon to, as saviours and liberators of the masses from 

the political stalemate of the First Republic, were rather too weak to 

fight the state. By 1966, military elites felt that governance had been 

rubbished by the members of the political class; they struck and took 

over government. This culture of militarization continued until 1979 

when the civilians had another opportunity to rule. However, this again 

was marred by corruption and violence. By 1985, the whole nation was 

plummeted into the negative consequences of military rule.  

On the economy, the introduction of the Structural Adjustment 

Programme (SAP) exacerbated economic hardships while the majority of 

the Nigerian people were suffering particularly the poor and the youth. 

Again this was one opportunity for the youth to demonstrate that the 

military government had failed, which they did through nationwide 

protests that halted academic activities in the universities and higher 

institutions of learning. There was a national protest in 1986 and 1989 on 

SAP. Up till 1993, one could say that the Nigerian youth were very active 

in fighting national course (Adejumobi, 2003). The struggles for 

liberation from military authoritarianism continued up till May 1999. 

However, the dimension that the struggles took after the military 

disengagement from politics was more volatile than what was expected 

before the handing over. 
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Therefore the history of Nigeria is replicated with the historic spirit of 

determination, sacrifice, tears, sweat and blood of energetic and 

patriotic contributions of Nigerian youth towards their country and the 

anticipated future coexistence of a prosperous Nigeria under God. 

Inversely, the stability and peaceful coexistence of Nigeria today, is the 

by-product of contribution, sacrifice and determination of Nigerian 

youth. And that the basis of democracy and development today, lies in 

the contribution of millions of students and youths through various 

groups and associations, who not only fought and face the military tanks, 

bullets and tear gas; but, set the pace for national development and 

return and the beauty of democracy we are enjoying today.  

 

Contemporary Youth Situation in Nigeria 

According to Abdulahhi et al (2013), the youth agency in any society is/are 

the future leaders of tomorrow. They are the wealth, the power-base 

and image maker of the nation. In an ideal situation, Nigerian youth 

should be the vanguard of change.  An eagle eye of sorts, aimed at 

checkmating the excesses of irresponsible leadership and governance.  

The youth are not only the conscience of the nation; but, such conscience 

needs to be alive to its responsibility by always prinking the 

consciousness of the nation whenever, the society is drifting in the 

wrong direction. As the conscience of the nation, it owns the society the 

moral right and responsibilities of safeguarding the sanctity of the 

country for the better. Failure of the youth to hold their leaders 

accountable and provide governance to the majority will create social 

upheavals and confusion in the society. 

Unfortunately today, these determination, sacrifice, tears, sweat, and 

blood of millions of patriots have been misplaced by the new owners of 

Nigeria. Not only were the youth neglected in the policy posture of the 

government, but, the supposed beneficiary (democrats) of these 

youthful sacrifice are using the potentials and attributes of the Youth in 

the wrong direction. The leaders having seen and realize the vast 

potentials of the youth in championing social revolts and change, have 

decided today, to dilute and disorganize the youths and students 

movement through obnoxious policy and monetary inducement. Youth 
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organization such as Nation Association of Nigerian Students (NANS) 

and National Youth Council a veritable tools of national mobilization and 

conscientism have become the shadow of their former self; a poverty 

alleviation movement of sorts. It is rather sad, when people begin to 

blame the youth as not energetic enough to engage in the struggle for 

national redemptions; forgetting the youth are products of their societal 

value system. The failure shouldn’t go to the youth, but, to the society 

for failing to chart a common course for national development. Today, 

the society glorify affluence and prestige with national awards, 

chieftaincy titles and religious coronation, what did they expect the 

youth to do? After all the youth are both good and bad imitators, 

depending on where the peddle swing to.  

The tragedy of our social existence is that, the whole gamut of the 

society (Parents, teachers/lecturers, government, traditional, and 

religion institutions) are not inspiring any credible process of moral and 

spiritual rejuvenation of the Morales of the youth towards building the 

needed synergy in arresting the general sliding of Nigeria state into an 

abysmal of confusion and hopelessness. The Nigerian youth due to years 

of pauperization and inferiority complex have succumb to the general 

attitude of complaining and insulting through social media instead of 

holding their government responsible for their stewardship. The 

politicians and leaders have not only demobilized and dehumanized the 

bodies and souls of Nigerian youth with abject poverty, unemployment, 

immorality and confusion, but, have also sowed the seed of discord, 

ethnic and religious divisiveness among them; a politic of divide and rule. 

The plights of the Nigerian youths are submerged in a milieu of general 

underdevelopment. In view of this Izibili and Enegho (2003) have observed 

that: It is no longer news that Nigeria is plagued with so many problems 

such as bad leadership, the absence of many basic social amenities of life 

such as good roads, health care services, pipe borne water, qualitative 

education, good communication services and even the absence of peace 

and development due to ethnic/tribal and religious conflicts, etc, leading to 

underdevelopment. Despite the elevated awareness of the challenges 

confronting Nigerian by previous studies, several African countries like 

ours still do not seem to have developed comprehensive and effective 
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policies to deal with the issues facing this large and growing segment of 

the Nigerian population or to have in place a means to assess the 

progress made. 

Many of the youths who are productive and energetic remain 

unemployed, continue to suffer from poor health, and lack sufficient 

support. Some of them have special needs that require attention. These 

include those living on the streets, those living with HIV/AIDS, the girls 

and those with disabilities. The responsibility of ensuring that the 

aspirations and hopes of the youths are met lies with a multiplicity of 

stakeholders. Everyone in the community, both young and old, must play 

their role (Odoh and Emeh, 2014). Of the bulging youth population in the 

country, it is shameful that an abysmal 76 per cent are either out of jobs 

or underemployed. When place side by side with the more than 10 million 

out-of-school-children, then we have a gorier picture that reflects a 

gloomy future. Worthy of note, too, is the reality that out of the over 10 

million candidates that sought admission between 2010 and 2015, only a 

paltry 26 per cent gained admission to our universities, a fact attributable 

to the poor carrying capacities of our universities. One certainly would 

not appreciate the import of this data until one juxtaposes them with the 

high rates of illiteracy prevalent in the country. The fact that over two 

million ill-equipped graduates are churned out without requisite plan of 

meaningful economic absorption seems adding more to the piteous 

cycle of a nation’s failure to protect her teeming youths. Like a beast in 

honour but oblivious of it, our nation is plagued with a self-inflicted 

malaise that has so far made her a butt of jokes among even less 

endowed nations. 

That the Nigerian youth in contemporary times are at the crossroad is no 

longer in doubt. Also not in doubt is the fact that the plight of the 

younger generation in the present day democratic Nigeria is fast losing 

its cherished African value in the area of care. Indeed, the Nigerian youth 

constitute the most vulnerable segment of the society despite the 

fervent prayers of every rational parent to see their children have a 

better life than they did. The question however is whether the 

democratic Nigerian environment of today has made adequate provision 
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for the society to actualize these lofty dreams for the youth? (Abdullahi, 

2008). 

According to Abdullahi (2008), the contemporary democratic Nigerian 

society is such that is characterized by obsession with certificate 

syndrome rather than acquisition of relevant skills and training 

demanded by the new global economic order; Dore (1976) refers to this 

as “the diploma disease”. In addition to this issue is the fact that the 

current generation of the youth agency in democratic Nigeria lack self-

will, determination and discipline, i.e. factors that are crucial for 

creativity, achievement and enduring success for national security and 

sustainable development. 

Over the years, various regimes came up with programmes for youth 

empowerment, through reorientation, re-education and skills 

acquisition for self-reliance and sustainable livelihood. In order words, 

the idea is to create a generation of youth that are sufficiently, 

functionally skilled, psychologically, educationally and vocationally well 

equipped with a career focus for sustainable livelihood, i.e. the 

development of a cadre of youths that will constitute the vanguard of 

sustainable human development efforts in all ramifications of societal 

life activities (Project YES, 2003). 

 

Birthing A New Nation: The #Endsars Protest and the Nigerian Youth 

The National Youths Development Policy asserts that youths are the 

foundation of a society. Their energies, inventiveness, character and 

orientation define the pace of development and security of a nation. 

Through their creative talents and labour power, a nation makes giant 

strides in economic development and socio-political attainments. In their 

dreams and hopes, a nation founds her motivation; on their energies, she 

builds her vitality and purpose. And because of their dreams and 

aspirations, the future of a nation is assured (National Youth Policy, 

2001).  

Available data suggest that young people between the ages of 18-40 

years bracket constitute the majority of the voting public in the country. 

Thus, if they can mass into one political party and challenge for votes, 

they are likely to carry the day. Just maybe. But Nigeria is a peculiar 
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society. The question of control and power was one that has evaded the 

youth in Nigeria for a long time. The "Big Men" (referring to elites whose 

interests surpass that of national goals) have ensured they blindfold the 

youth from knowing that, with their high numbers they could take 

control, be it in democratic elections or otherwise. The youth had been 

brainwashed and made to believe that there was nothing they could do 

beyond their little tribal cocoons. Power to them had been limited to 

following certain “Big Men” who might connect them in political life, and 

depending on the response, their lives were judged. 

Hence, the current political elite have shut the doors and have made it 

extremely difficult for younger people to get involved in direct partisan 

politics, and contest elections. The subsisting electoral laws are such that 

have made free and fair elections almost impossible in our system. What 

this means is that most of those unleashing bad governance on the 

people today are in fact not voted in by the people but rigged their way 

through. For instance, the subsisting law with the provision that, to be 

eligible for the office of the president and governor, all one needs is to 

be educated up to the secondary school level is indeed laughable 

(Ugboajah, 2020).  

In this age when our young people are sophisticated and educated, this 

provision only allows the worst of us to rule over the best of us contrary 

to the political ideas of classical philosophers like Plato who argued that 

political power ought to be left to the most knowledgeable in society. In 

the 2019 presidential election, we saw how the argument in the courts 

over eligibility for the election was shamefully about a mere WAEC 

certificate in a country of millions of educated people.  

Just two days after Nigeria celebrated its sixtieth year of independence, 

the attention of Nigerians, mostly youth, was drawn to a video of a 

young man brazenly killed by a member of the notorious Special Anti-

Robbery Squad or SARS. The video was posted by a Twitter user who 

claimed the man’s body had been left at the side of the road and his 

Lexus stolen. It sparked a wave of protests across most of Nigeria’s 

urban metropolises. Under the moniker #ENDSARS, the protests 

garnered support from Nigerian celebrities, Nigerians in the diaspora and 

even international stars such as John Boyega, Mesut Özil, Kanye West 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/30/nigeria-turns-60-hope-despite-anger-over-corruption-poverty
https://lifestyle.thecable.ng/video-how-sars-officials-killed-man-fled-with-his-car-in-delta/
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23EndSARS&src=typed_query


 

TIMBOU-AFRICA ACADEMIC PUBLICATIONS 
AUG., 2021 EDITIONS, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF: 

 

TIJSSRA 304 

SOCIAL SCIENCE RES. & ANTHROPOLOGY VOL.6 

ISSN: 2977-5745 

and Cardi B. For nearly two weeks angry young Nigerians have taken to 

the streets, blocking major roads across cities in Africa's most populous 

nation.They marched in tens of thousands chanting "Enough is Enough" 

against police brutality and violence. 

While it could be said that the protests fit neatly into the ongoing global 

campaign against police brutality, especially against black people, it was 

much more than that. The protests generally, sought an end to bad 

governance in the nation. The group's initial demands were for a 

notorious police unit known as the Special Anti-Robbery Squad, or SARS, 

to be shut down, but the marches have since morphed into protests 

campaigning for police reform and an end to bad governance in the oil-

rich country. According to Alake and Olurounbi (2020), the protest has 

become "an #EndSARS battle cry... a tone of rebellion, a note of valid 

belligerency and a chant of unification in the Nigerian struggle against 

police brutality and terrible governance”. Economic inequality has 

reached extreme levels in Nigeria, while close to 70% of the country's 

population lives below the poverty line (Oxfam, 2019). 

Young people under 30 make up more than 40% of Nigeria’s population. 

They face severe hardship and chronic unemployment. According 

to Chatham House (2020), if Nigeria's unemployed youth were its own 

country, it would be larger than Tunisia or Belgium. The youth are thus 

making their voices heard and speaking up against the violence, 

harassment, and extortion they say they have endured at the hands of 

SARS officers with this protest movement. The SARS unit was set up in 

1992 to fight armed robbery and was given wide-ranging powers. Many 

of the officers do not wear uniforms or nametags that identify 

themselves. There have been numerous complaints that they had now 

turned on the citizens and were perpetrating the very crimes that they 

were set up to combat. 

Amnesty International (2021) documented eighty two cases of police 

brutalities in Nigeria between 2017 and 2020 (Vanguard Newspaper, 

2021). In a damning report published in June 2020 the human rights 

organization said people in SARS custody were "subjected to a variety of 

methods of torture including hanging, mock execution, beating, 

punching and kicking, burning with cigarettes, waterboarding, near-

https://www.bloomberg.com/authors/ATfzPr2iuUM/ruth-olurounbi
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asphyxiation with plastic bags, forcing detainees to assume stressful 

bodily positions and sexual violence." Complaints about SARS are not 

new. People have been speaking out online since 2017 about the unit, 

and there have been several, unsuccessful attempts by the government 

to scrap it, but the catalyst for the recent nationwide protests came in 

early October when reports surfaced in local media that police had 

attacked a young man and driven off in his luxury jeep. 

There is no doubt that the new generation of youth who are under thirty-

five, has had a significant impact on the political landscape of the country 

with this movement. The #Endsars movement has defined the political 

consciousness of the Nigerian youth and it will eventually lead to a higher 

turnout in 2023 and helped define campaign issues for the 2023 election. 

Years of ongoing social trauma caused by inadequate healthcare systems 

and institutions of education, systemic corruption, nepotism, electoral 

fraud, poverty and more have all combined to the frustration of the 

youth culminating in this protests. The #ENDSARS movement was the 

tipping point. 

As noted by Ugboajah (2020) the ebullient young people who organised 

themselves so well and swept our streets clean even as they protested; 

the security-conscious youths who prevented pickpockets and street 

urchins from harassing people while the genuine protests lasted; the 

technology savvy young men and women who provided real time 

pictures and videos of their protests to prevent disinformation; the 

responsible youths who had among them doctors and other healthcare 

practitioners taking care of the weak, the weary and the wounded; and 

above all, the young Nigerian, displayed exemplary accountability in the 

management of the little funds they allegedly received in the course of 

the protests from some of their more endowed colleagues, and have in 

no uncertain language told their countrymen and women they are 

indeed ready to birth a new Nigeria devoid of nepotism and united in 

transparency.  

It is therefore necessary for the youth to understand that all they 

marched against for weeks and lost some of their comrades for, are 

embedded in bad governance. Whether you complain of rogue policing, 

lack of essential amenities and infrastructure, or insecurity and 
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corruption in government, it is all about bad governance. Sometimes, the 

solution to these existential problems may be in calling the attention of 

the government to them through street protests. At other times, 

especially with deaf and dumb governments, direct and active 

participation may hold the key (Ugboajah, 2020). Now that our youths 

have seen that they have the ability to change the course of history and 

the sinking destiny the country, they must now see the need for re-

channelling their energy and activism towards reforming the process of 

getting into elective positions in the country. As Joe Biden, president-

elect of the United States, recently stated: “No fundamental social 

change occurs merely because government acts. It’s because civil 

society, the conscience of a country begins to rise up and demand – 

demand – demand change.” In spite of the spirited efforts of the APC 

federal government to weaken civil society since it came to power in 2015 

by attempting to gag the people through sponsorship of anti-social 

media bills and other broadcast regulations, there are still some genuine 

civil society groups who have refused to be cowed into submitting to the 

arbitrary pleasures of the anti-democratic elements in power today. 

Yiaga Africa, SERAP, AFRICMIL, OSIWA, Centre for Liberty (CFL), and 

many others have remained committed to promoting good governance 

and electoral reforms in the land.  

The youth who have apparently rediscovered their latent power can now 

team-up with CFL and other CSOs who are canvassing for the 

amendment of the electoral act and passing same in 2020 by the National 

Assembly. With support from OSIWA, CFL for instance believes that 

elections can only reflect the choice of voters and enable credible and 

upright people to be elected into government when the 2010 electoral 

act is amended to allow for electronic transmission of results from 

polling units. By this method, the rigging that occurs in the name of 

carrying result sheets to collation centres would be eliminated. They are 

also proposing a one-day election by which all elections take place the 

same day and thus reduce its disruptive effect of shutting down of the 

economy on election days.  

In its electoral reform advocacy, CFL (2020) had stated inter alia that, 

“We will, among other provisions in the Amendment Bill before the 
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National Assembly, be advocating for Full Biometrics for Accreditation, 

Electronic Collation of Results, Conduct of All State (Governorship, 

House of Assembly) and Federal Elections (President, National 

Assembly) in One Day, Free Movement of Electorates to enable a wider 

voter participation, Election Finance Reform, as well as other important 

provisions”.  “We believe that the 9th National Assembly has a 

responsibility to actively aggregate the general views of all stakeholders 

in Nigeria’s democratic process including the civil society organizations, 

Political Parties, International partners and especially the electorate, to 

legislate an enduring Electoral Reform Act that will reinforce the trust of 

the electorate and other stakeholders in the credibility of Nigeria’s 

electoral process” (CFL, 2020). 

Before the youth are misled into believing that they can change anything 

through the ballot boxes in 2023, they must realize that the elections will 

be governed by a body of laws, the Electoral Act, in addition to the 

Constitution. They need to lend their voices to the call for peaceful 

disinfecting of the electoral process through the reform of the laws and 

plunge headlong into partisanship. If the National Assembly does not 

amend the electoral act as it is today, the youth may well be on the 

streets again after 2023 perhaps with a different hashtag protesting 

police brutality, which we all know is just a metaphor for bad 

governance. Electoral reform is the right road to travel. 

 

Conclusion 

For many years, Nigeria has been ruled by leaders who are quite elderly. 

This has not succeeded in finding solutions to the nation’s challenges. It 

is obvious that young Nigerians feel alienated and are now ready to take 

the bull by the horns and ensure good governance. There is however a 

general feeling that the Nigerian youth have just begun to appreciate the 

fact that there are constitutionally sanctioned avenues through which their 

grievances can be effectively expressed. In the words of the late social 

activist and music legend, Fela Anikulapo Kuti; ‘Trouble sleep, Yanga wake 

am’. The latent discontent of the youth has been activated by the obstinate 

tone-deafness of the ruling elite. A generation of young Nigerians are 

beginning to discover their individual roles to reform the Nigerian 

https://thenativemag.com/music/shuffle-trouble-sleep-yanga-wake-fela-succinct/
https://thenativemag.com/music/shuffle-trouble-sleep-yanga-wake-fela-succinct/
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structure and the re-writing of her battered history. The nation’s 

missing component therefore is young visionary leadership that will 

create a future path for the nation and bring world-class development 

to her shores. ”Visionary leadership is the core foundation for 

developing great nations and the dynamic requirement for growing 

great organizations.” 

Some have already realised that the #EndSARS movement goes beyond 

disbanding a rogue police unit. This is a struggle for the very soul of the 

nation and for the future of generations to come. It is a challenge of the old 

political order that has squandered the commonwealth of the people for 

decades. The stakes have never been higher. Nigeria owes its young people 

a lot, and they are no longer asking politely; they are demanding what they 

are owed. They continue to fight unbowed for their rights to life, liberty and 

the pursuit of happiness. Politicians and leaders are waking up to a new 

politically conscious society. 

In conclusion, Great Leader Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore while 

bequeathing power to the next generation of leaders, advise that; “The 

future is as full of promise as it is fraught with uncertainty.  The industrial 

society is giving way to one based on knowledge. The new divide in the 

world will be between those with the knowledge and those without. We 

must learn and be part of the knowledge –based world. That we have 

succeeded in the last three decades does not ensure our doing so in the 

future. However, we stand a better chance of not falling if we abide by 

the basic principles that have helped us progress: social cohesion 

through sharing the benefits of progress, equal opportunities for all, and 

meritocracy, with the best man or woman for the job, especially as 

leaders in government”.   
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