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Introduction 
Background 

he contemporary state in sub-Saharan Africa is not 

African. It is descended from arbitrary colonial 

administrative units created as tools of dominance, 

oppression, and exploitation. Without a doubt, these states 

have been transformed, adopted, adapted, and endogenized 

after years of independence. Nonetheless, their origin remains 

exogenous: European, not African, and set up against African 

societies rather than evolving out of the relationships of 

groups and individuals in societies. The African state is also not 

a state. A state, according to Max Weber's classic definition, is 

"a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly 

of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory." 

(Weber, 1958).  
Few would argue that most African states fail to meet these 

criteria in many ways: theirs is a dubious community of 

heterogeneous and occasionally clashing linguistic, religious, 

and ethnic identities; their claim to force is rarely effective, let 

alone monopolistic; their predatory nature frequently fails the 

test of legitimacy; and their territoriality is generally hesitant 

and contested. In fact, the African state does not exist because 

it is not African. Observing the numerous instances of state 

failure and the massive evidence of societal exit in Africa, it 

should be clear that these pathologies stem from the state's 

very exogeneity, its lack of embeddedness, and its divorce from 

underlying norms and networks of social organisation. 
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Predation patterns, neo-patrimonialism, rent seeking, urban  bias, and administrative 

decay can all be attributed to the African state's lack of legitimacy.  

At the same time, the African State's failure can be traced back to the patterns or type of 

leadership it has had. Clearly, there has been a decline in the quality of leadership on the 

continent over the years, as well as a spatial culture of nonexistent exemplary leadership, 

which David Oyedepo refers to as "Role Model." All we've seen in Africa is rulership or, at 

best, "management." From Abidjan to Djibouti, Lagos to Johannesburg, Freetown to 

Kinshasa, Darfur to Kampala, and Cape to Cairo, such 'rulership' or'misleadership', 

frequently carries the excess baggage of more innocuous problems for the continent. Any 

person who is passionate about the continent and is capable of reading the context of 

the African dilemma and analysing it, will tell you that it is the same story of one leadership 

ineptitude or the other. However, it is important to note that leadership is an intervening 

variable in a modern governable state because it affects the rate of the state's crisis based 

on policy choices, decisions, and implementation (Samuel, 2006).   

It is also important to note that three major challenges confront African leadership and 

the state: contextual, personal, and changing paradigms. In the case of Africa, the 

turbulent issues are historical, environmental, diseases, poverty, wars and political 

instability, infrastructural, and general underdevelopment. For example, from 

independence to the present, Congo DRC has suffered from a lack of infrastructure 

development. At the personal level, observations have revealed that Africans (leaders or 

followers) have a low drive or motivation towards self-development, a lack of leadership 

and general performance skills, and a warped educational system, which began to die 

with the advent of unfocused military rule and political instability. But by far, the political 

challenges are more perennial and indeed central to the causation or escalation of the 

has been a challenge. Whatever the case, one thing is clear, the two concepts have a 

profound influence on each other. Thus, this study, using largely document analysis, 

sought to add to the discourse on the concepts of State and Leadership, especially from 

an African and Nigeria perspective. The study found that, traditionally and historically, 

leadership in Africa was viewed as individuals’ predisposition to serve their families, 

their peers, and their communities, however, with the advent of colonialism, the 

concept of leadership in Africa, lost its ethical side and became more ‘self-centred’, and 

became even moreso, as African States achieved political independence. To overcome 

the dysfunctional nature of the state and leadership in Africa and indeed Nigeria, the 

paper recommends that, the continent needs to have avant-garde elites, well-trained 

leaders, who are ready to commit themselves to decisive reforms that will have a 

positive impact on the State and its institutions. 
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other challenges. Here, we see excessive politicization of issues and policymaking; 

political corruption, manipulations of electoral processes; political assassinations; rulers 

compromised to western dictates; maladministration; ideological differences; disunity; 

failed policies; failed unions, etc. 

In the case of Nigeria, its response in the 21st century to the state and leadership 

challenges is not far from prognosis. First, as the most populous nation in the continent, 

it stands the greatest risk in the event of one act of ill-governance or the other such as 

collapse of inter group relations, outbreak or mismanagement of diseases/pandemics, 

etc. Second, Nigeria’s acclaimed “giant” of Africa status, its Afrocentric approach to 

continental issues, and unsavory political experience of the past-distant and recent- do 

not only make it concerned, on democratizing, about the future of modern democracy 

and good governance in Africa; but have stimulated its repositioning for favourable 

leadership turn over in the present century (Fawole, 1999). This paper therefore, attempts 

to contribute to the discourse on the dysfunctional nature of leadership, not only in Africa, 

but indeed Nigeria. This narrative, makes a case that the seeming failure of the state in 

Africa and Nigeria, can to some degree, be linked to the failings of leadership on the 

continent. To arrive at the aforementioned thesis, the paper will begin with a dissection 

of the conceptual and theoretical construct of leadership and what is generally termed, 

the nation-state.    

 

Methodology/Approach 

It reviews the mainstream perspectives in leadership literature in general and African 

leadership literature in particular as a basis for understanding the concept of the nation-

state in Africa-its nature and dynamics. To properly understand why the nation–state in 

Africa has evolved the way it has, it was also necessary, at intervals to apply the historical 

and comparative approaches.  The paper is based mainly on limited empirical 

investigations into the concepts of the nation-state and leadership styles and functions in 

Africa. Because of the plethora of views on the subject matter, the use of document 

analysis became necessary. This was to ensure that there was convergence and 

corroboration, to provide a confluence of evidence that breeds credibility in the views 

expressed in this paper. 

 

Discourse on the Concepts of Leadership and the Nation-State 

Leadership 

Leadership theory has evolved over time, from the pre-classical to the postmodern eras, 

and has been influenced by a number of factors. It is worth noting that the definition, 

interpretation, and application of leadership have been influenced by economic, political, 

and social systems throughout history. Scholars have long sought to distinguish between 

leadership and management roles. It has been difficult to draw a clear line between 

leadership and management. Leadership is a challenging concept to grasp. As a result, 
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developing a comprehensive definition of leadership has been one of the most difficult 

challenges for scholars and practitioners. 

Leadership is an intricate and ever-changing process that has been defined in several 

different ways (Grimm, 2010; Weiskittel, 1999). According to Andrew (2008), leadership is 

“a multifaceted process of identifying a goal, motivating other people to act, and 

providing support and motivation to achieve mutually negotiated goals”. According to 

Duerst-Lahti (2010), leadership is a relationship between leaders and followers. This 

implies effective interaction between the two. Unfortunately, leadership is traditionally 

deployed in the context of hierarchies, reinforced from and communicated through chain-

of-command authority models (Friedman, 2013). In such models, leaders have the power 

of voice; whereas their followers are on the listening end (Friedman, 2013). 

Today, situational leadership, also known as having a contingency approach, has become 

popular, as different situations require different leadership styles (Grimm, 2010). Despite 

this advantage, it has been criticized for focusing too much on leaders and not enough on 

group interaction (Parry and Bryman, 2006). On the other hand, transactional and 

transformational theories are based on interactions between leaders and followers. 

These two theories seem to be gaining ground. 

Effective leadership necessitates mutual trust between the leader and the followers. If 

followers believe in their leader, they will do whatever the leader desires (Bach and Ellis, 

2011). Mutual respect is necessary for the development of trust. Leaders should treat 

everyone in the same manner in which they would like to be treated (Rolfe, 2011). Leaders, 

according to Rolfe (2011) and Grimm (2010), should be honest first and foremost. It is 

difficult to trust someone who is unethical or immoral, according to the reasoning. 

Leadership must be earned, and once attained, it cannot be sustained without continuous 

proof of concept (Sederer, 2012). This means that effective leaders have a strong track 

record of performance or accomplishments. Leaders must constantly and tirelessly 

demonstrate their worth (Sederer, 2012). 

Leadership entails serving followers as well as the general public. Leadership is the action 

of directing the actions of others in order to achieve a common goal. This means pursuing 

broader moral principles in the public interest in the context of public administration. 

"Justice, fairness, individual rights (e.g., privacy and due process), equity, respect for 

human dignity, and the pursuit of the common good" are among these principles (Ehrich, 

Cranston, and Kimber, 2004, para 5). For a long time, the issue of leadership in Nigeria and 

Africa has been at the forefront of public debate (Salawu, 2012). This is due to the fact 

that some of the values expressed here on what leadership entails have been largely 

absent in Africa and Nigeria. 

 

Nation 

For the concept of the nation, according to Usman (1999) echoing Dike (1980), mankind 

has always been made up of distinct races, which are distinct biological entities, with 

distinctive physiological, mental and emotional attributes. Each race is said to be 
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composed of distinct nations, made up of populations of largely the same racial stock, 

existing as distinct entities on their-own territory, with their language, cultures and 

identities, going back to the beginning of time. This is the racio-ethnic conception of the 

nation. The terms "tribe," "ethnic group," and "nationality" are applied to smaller or more 

dispersed racio-ethnic groups that have yet to achieve proper nationhood because they 

are economically, culturally, and politically backward in comparison to the nations of 

Western Europe, which are presented as the standard model of the nation-state.  

This racio-ethnic conception of the nation that European imperialism has imposed on the 

world since the nineteenth century sees the nation-state as essentially a biological 

community produced by biological processes and linked together by "blood ties," 

regardless of language, culture, religion, territorial location, political loyalty and identity.  

Germany's nationality law is one of the best examples of the modern legal manifestation 

of this racio-ethnic concept of nation and nationality. According to this law, you cannot 

be a German citizen unless you have "German blood" in your veins. If you can prove that 

you are of German ancestry and have "German blood" through the male or female line, 

you will automatically be granted German citizenship, even if you do not speak German, 

have never lived on German territory, and know very little about Germany or German 

culture (Ingram J.D. & Triadafilopoulos T, 2010).  

Several millions of migrants from Central and Eastern Europe who are said to have 

"German blood" have been granted German citizenship on this basis. However, the 7.4 

million Poles, Turks, Serbs, Kurds, Asians, West and North Africans who have worked in 

Germany for decades, many of whom were born and work there, have no other home, 

can only speak German, and have no knowledge of any other country, can be denied 

German citizenship because they do not have "German blood" in their veins (Ingram J.D. 

& Triadafilopoulos T, 2010). 

Other European countries, such as the United Kingdom, have similar provisions in their 

nationality and citizenship laws, but they are not as bold as Germany's. The racio-ethnic 

conception of the nation that informs this position differs from other conceptions of the 

nation found in most other segments of humanity, and these conceptions have much 

deeper and wider roots all over the world.  

These conceptions view the nation as, essentially, a political community, which may be 
multi-ethnic, and even multi-racial, but whose citizens‟ share closely related historical 
experiences and are bound by common citizenship, identity, see themselves and are seen 
by others, as a distinct political entity, with defined territorial and other sovereign rights. 
Some of the conceptions of the nation, within this broad type, emphasize shared 
habitation and territoriality. Others emphasize common religious faith and cultural values. 
But, what they all do, is not to insist on this race, ancestry and blood ties as the European 
racist, concept of the nation and nationality does.  
 

Nation-State 

Although the racio-ethnic conception of the nation is a peculiar one, it has been imposed 

on the rest of mankind, together with the concept of "the nation-state". This is supposed 
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to be a political community, in which this racio-ethnic nation has developed state 

structures, ruling over a definite territory over which it claims ownership, and sovereign 

rights. For, most of mankind, this conception of the nation and the nation-state is an 

aberration. Yet, for most of the period since the First World War, most of humanity has 

been made to aspire to this peculiar type of nationhood and statehood, emanating from 

nineteenth century European obsessions and confusion. 

To put it succinctly, Young and Turner (1985) give six factors of the concept of the state 

as territoriality, sovereignty, nation, institutions of rule, a legal system, and an idea. Young 

(1988a) gives seven factors by dividing institutions of rule into judicially equivalent units 

of rule within the international community and institutions of rule. Zartman (ed. 1995) 

points out that the basic characteristics of a state are a population, territory, a 

governmental apparatus, and authority. These theories of the state are the conventional 

and existing theories concerning state factors. 

It is important to note also that, it is now widely propagated that this entity known as the 

nation-state, is no longer viable, or, useful. It is said to have become redundant, and in 

some areas, like in Africa, and indeed Nigeria, to be destructive of peace, harmony and 

human development. A number of factors are said to be responsible for this. One of them 

is said to be the resurgence of sub-national, ethnic and communal consciousness, identity 

and organization, which challenge and reject the existing nation state, and are seeking to 

retain only formal links with it, or secede from it altogether. The nation-state is also said 

to be challenged by other primordial forces, in the form of fundamentalist, Christian, 

Islamic, Hindi and Jewish, and other religious, and cultural, movements, which, in the 

name of the purification and protection of religion and culture, reject the nation-state and 

its claims to secularity and modernity. The nation-state is said to have helped to create 

the conditions for these challenges to arise and to become serious, because of what is 

said to have been its failure in nation-building, in the post-colonial milieu, where it is said 

to be virtually under siege. 

The other challenge to the nation-state, which is said to have made it unviable and 

redundant, is said to come from what is called "globalization". This, is said to be the 

process, starting from the 1980s, which, as a result of certain economic and technological 

changes, particularly in the Organization and structure of transnational corporations and 

in satellite and computer technology, is said to have integrated almost every part of this 

planet, in a way in which has never been done before. The development and application 

of digital technology and of fiber optics, among other technological advances, have made 

it possible for information to be communicated and processed in massive amounts, and 

in seconds, from any part of the world to another. This, together with the new corporate 

business Organization, in the high-tech, finance and services, sectors, is said to have 

created a single global economy, which has simply bypassed the horizon, the frontiers, 

and the regulations of even the most developed of the model nation-states. Clearly, the 

concept of the nation-state as we know it, is fast eroding. But, its demise may be further 
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accelerated by the leadership deficits, which have severely crippled the continent. This, 

we shall discuss hereunder  

 

Experience of Leadership in Africa and Nigeria 

In the African context, and particularly in Nigeria, leadership has been defined as an 

individual's proclivity to serve their families, peers, and communities. Ethical African and 

Nigerian leaders have traditionally played three roles: political leaders, social leaders, and 

religious leaders. Ethnic leaders served as public administrators in their capacity as 

political leaders. They resolved social conflicts among followers in their role as social 

leaders. They were priests whose role as religious leaders was to serve the gods. Despite 

the fact that three leaderships were in the hands of caring and protective ethnical leaders, 

there appeared to be no conflict of roles in traditional African society. 

Regrettably, the colonial era altered traditional African and Nigerian leadership. To some 

extent, ethical leaders' powers were eroded. They were forced to share power with the 

colonial government. The distribution of power – political, social, and religious – between 

ethical leaders and colonial authorities favoured the latter. 

With the emergence of democracies in post-colonial Africa, Africans hoped to reclaim 

ethnic power lost during colonisation through new African leaders. Regrettably, the world 

witnessed the birth of two groups of African leaders. Among the first group were elected 

leaders such as Patrice Lumumba and Kwame Nkrumah. They were leaders who were 

both nationalists and charismatic. Leadership meant more than power to them; it meant 

devoted service to their nations and continent. They had the confidence of their 

countrymen. 

The second group consisted of Africans appointed to positions of power by colonial 

powers. They had no choice but to remain obedient to their lords. They were colonial 

hands' extension. They had the confidence of those who had entrusted them with 

leadership. Former colonial powers have used them to exert control over young African 

nations. 

The coexistence of these two leadership groups has had a negative impact on the fate of 

Africans. Unfortunately, the African continent was divided into two ideological camps. In 

Africa, intangible ideological boundaries emerged. Their consequences have had an 

impact on the social, economic, and political development of African states. 

As a result, the African continent has been known to suffer from a leadership vacuum. 

Excellent leadership is clearly uncommon in Africa (Salawu, 2012). Whenever a progressive 

leader emerges in Africa, the enemies of African progress always find ways to stymie the 

progress (Bangarah, 2011). Most of the problems plaguing African societies are thought 

to be the result of poor leadership (Salawu, 2012). 
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Issues in Nigeria & Africa’s Leadership Style 

Thus, it has been argued that colonialism sowed the seeds of ineptitude and sufficient 

discord for our time's leadership problems, despite trends in the twenty-first century 

showing a continent wallowing in unchecked blighted leadership values and 

demonstrating a lack of care to readjust for positive change. Another issue confronting 

Africa in the twenty-first century is the absence of visionary leadership. Without a vision, 

leadership is merely rulership. Vision means focus, and according to Femi Emmanuel, a 

motivational speaker, in one of his seminal works (2002), the person without a vision is 

the most pitiable creature on the planet. "Where there is no focus, confusion reigns 

supreme," he claims. You cannot become a focus until you have one; until you know 

where you are going, no one can assist you in getting there." (2002: 29).  

Unfortunately, the African or Nigerian ruler is there either by inheritance because he is 

the heir, or by default through a military coup or its civilian equivalent, namely election 

rigging. He might desire power for economic, ethnic, or political reasons. His rise to power 

may have been accidental, and as such, he is at a crossroads in terms of where to go, how 

to go, and when to start going. He waits for a crisis before seeking a solution, and he does 

not have the desired solution because he had no agenda from the start, no goals, and thus 

no ambition, other than to have power. 

However, other Africans, such as Patrice Lumumba, Amilcar Cabral, Jomo Kenyatta, and 

Sekou Toure, had a vision and pursued it vigorously and conclusively. Despite the fact that 

they died many years ago, their ideas have outlived them. This is due to the fact that 

visions do not die as dreams. Obafemi Awolowo, for example, is celebrated today because 

he did not simply have a dream of becoming the Premier of Western Nigeria or President 

of the nation; rather, his vision, which transcended colonial and post-colonial Nigeria, 

anchored the first and perhaps only national and best television station in Nigeria, the 

most celebrated and politically educative newspaper, Nigerian Tribune, and the free 

education legacy that has propelled Western Nigeria to the forefront. As a result, the 

Nigerian State is desperate for such visionary leaders.  

It is probably on this issue of lack of visionary leaders, that most Nigerians believed that 

all of Nigeria’s problems can be summarized as `leadership failure. Hence, they tend to 

point at political leadership, specifically the president/presidency as the sole cause of all 

Nigeria problems and ultimately the reason why we are where we are. While 

acknowledging the fact that majorly, the problem with the Nigerian state can be adduced 

to the failure of leadership (Mohammed, 2004), it is still important to note that, leadership 

does not fail on one side, it fails on two sides, those that are governing and those that are 

being governed. Essentially, there are so many things that have gone wrong in terms of 

leadership in Nigeria based on the followers or followership and there are so many things 

that have gone wrong based on the wrong decisions of those in positions of authority. 
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There are equally so many things wrong now due to the idea and policy of the colonialists 

and and the unwillingness and the inability of the leaders in Africa to rise up to their 

responsibility, coupled with the challenge of personal exemplary leadership style, which 

are the hallmarks of true leadership.  

Furthermore, the materialistic perception of the state and its institutions in Africa is a 

hydra-headed problem that has robbed society of its leadership essences. In Africa, the 

state is regarded as a means of accumulating primitive wealth. This idea and virus have 

infiltrated government operations and, sadly, have spread throughout society. According 

to Banfield (in Osaghae, 1994), the only reason people in this type of society seek public 

office is to pursue material gain, while ignoring public well-being and interest. For 

example, Mobutu Sese Seko, the former President of Zarie, now the Democratic Republic 

of the Congo, once told a befuddled nation, "it is not a crime to steal government money, 

only when you steal, steal small-small, and invest it in the country, but you become an 

enemy of the state when you steal and invest outside the country" (see Akhakpe, 2014). 

This absurd notion of how a leader should serve his or her people has been the continent's 

bane, undermining the African State. 

In a sense, it can be said that, the Nigerian state, just like the other states on the African 

continent have taken a step backward from establishing a new generation of leaders 

committed to fostering development and democracy; tackling conflict, corruption, and 

dictatorship; and building a new Africa. It would seem that Africa and indeed Nigeria’s 

hope for leadership is thought to be a younger generation that, for the time being, 

remains on the margins. There is therefore a need to get younger generations involved in 

leadership. 

 

Way Forward 

No doubt, Africa is endowed with immense human and material wealth, but progressively 

its development continues to lag behind compared to other regions of the world. The 

quality of leadership has been established as a key factor in this current state of affairs.  

Therefore, for the continent to make meaningful progress, the leadership question needs 

to be revisited. Going forward, Nigeria and African States would need leaders that are 

visionary, ethical, and educated. 

The qualities espoused above, have become crucial in so many ways. First, if Africa is to 

make rapid progress, it requires leaders who can envision futures that are better than the 

present in multiple relevant dimensions such as economic, social, and political. African 

states require leaders who can chart a course from the continent's current state to the 

desired state. Where should Africa be, for example, in terms of economic development, 

poverty alleviation, education and health, political stability, and the quality of the 

continent's political and governance institutions? Africa requires leaders who can envision 

and articulate this vision clearly. There is no guarantee that the continent is heading in the 

right direction without a clear vision. 
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Second, African states must foster ethical leadership. Ethical leadership is guided by 

values such as integrity, respect for others' dignity and rights, honesty, consideration, and 

fairness. Ethical leaders are concerned with the consequences of their decisions; they care 

about the greater good, and they accept responsibility for their actions. These leaders 

instill ethical values in their followers and serve as role models. Given the continent's 

challenges that highlight a lack of integrity, ethical leadership is a priority for leadership 

development in Africa. Corruption, human rights violations, and blatant disregard for 

governance structures such as free and fair political processes are examples of these. 

Third and finally, Africa's states and Nigeria require educated leaders who can provide 

thought leadership. To envision appropriate futures for Africa, leaders must develop the 

skills that will enable critical thinking, creativity, and innovation, as well as facilitate an 

understanding of what progress will look like for Africa and what it will take to achieve 

this vision. African states are at a crossroads where they can no longer afford the luxury 

of inexperienced leaders whose policies are based on trial and error. Priority must be 

given to educating future leaders in order to leapfrog Africa's development. States in 

Africa require leaders who are aware of local, regional, and global challenges across social, 

political, and economic domains, as well as the linkages and interrelationships between 

these multiple dimensions, and, more importantly, how to leverage this interrelationship 

to spur growth. Education contributes to this level of awareness (formal and informal). 

From the foregoing, it is clear that, the region requires leaders who can effectively and 

efficiently mobilize resources and who possess the vision for building institutions that will 

stand the test of time beyond a single leader. Such leaders must be endowed with a 

strong political will and be committed to the aspirations of their citizens. However, Africa 

and indeed Nigeria has been characterized by lack of quality leadership, which has 

hindered the achievement of the desired growth and development of African States. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

Ultimately, it would seem that relaying the foundations of the African and Nigerian State 

is a necessary measure to make the current territorial entities reliable, viable and secure. 

To paraphrase Antoine Sawadogo, the nation-states which descended from colonialism 

are in an ambiguous situation, both real and fictitious, formal and informal (Sawadogo 

2003, 47-51). The State must be re-established using new territorial guidelines in order to 

better confront the various problems that impede proper management of current 

developmental conditions: enclaves, borders that are too long or poorly defined, and 

under-development of basic infrastructure. The consequences of the continent's 

balkanisation prevent African states from controlling traffic, which is an essential part of 

managing their territories. Relaying the foundations of the Nigerian State must allow the 

country to meet the new challenges it faces, such as globalization, poverty alleviation, 

and the crises that result from democratic governance. However, these objectives are 
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difficult and costly, and they necessitate a new direction that can only be achieved 

through the application of good leadership. 

The leadership crisis in Africa, and indeed, Nigeria, results in continued poverty for millions 

of men, women, and children, as well as underdevelopment and reliance on the West. The 

underlying causes of this crisis have been identified. Among them is the fact that many 

African countries, particularly Nigeria, lack a broadly shared vision of the future that 

effectively combines globalization's demands with local values. To overcome the 

perennial leadership challenges, Africans and Nigerians alike must: (i) identify and address 

their personal leadership strengths and weaknesses; (ii) understand the challenges they 

face as participants in a rapidly globalizing society; (iii) share and refine their respective 

visions of the society they would like to live in; and (iv) lead by example in building the 

society. Nigeria is on the verge of a golden opportunity that should not be passed up. 

In the end, it has to be said that the future of Africa and Nigeria is secure if there are role 

models for the leadership "apprentice" or student to emulate or inspire them. Youth learn 

best by example, not by experience. Old ideas can be useful guides, but new ones can 

help to shape changing societies. Furthermore, nothing will be possible without avant-

garde elites, well-trained leaders willing to commit to decisive reforms that will have a 

positive impact on State institutions. 
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