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Abstract 
Good governance is indeed a major ingredient that sets 

apart countries in the global north from the countries in 

the global south. The deficit of good governance is one 

of the challenges of development in the modern state in 

Africa. African states occupy a paradoxical position, 

being rich in natural, mineral and human resources; 

however, they are grossly lacking in the ability to 

properly and sustainably channel these resources for 

achieving reasonable development. Citing Nigeria as a 

case study, this paper contends that, the deficit is really 

palpable. To be specific, examples of deficit of 

governance in Nigeria in this 21st century are: lack of 

good roads, epileptic power supply, health facilities that 

are in the state of dysfunctionality to mention a few. 

Given the foregoing, the present study makes a 

systematic and critical attempt at understanding the 

reasons for the deficit of governance and how the 

problem of the deficit can be sustainably addressed. The 

paper seeks to engage in a discursive analysis of the 

deficit of Governance in Nigeria, its major impact on 

the society at large, how this deficit affects the 

sustainability of democracy and the way forward in 

enabling democratic sustainability through good 

Governance in Nigeria. The study employs purely 

qualitative methodology with data sourced from 

secondary sources such as; newspapers, magazines, 
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chapters in edited books, articles in scholarly journals, 

internet sources. 

 

 

Introduction  

Introduction & Problem Statement 

In spite of the growing embrace of democratic governance processes, the African 

continent has had to grapple with multiple challenges of insecurity, poverty, injustice, 

and underdevelopment, in general. These range from civil wars (Liberia and Sierra 

Leone), postelection violence (Nigeria, 2011 and 2015), coups d’etat (Mali and Guinea 

Bissau, 2012, Burkina Faso 2021), large scale uprisings/Arab spring, and the 

associated migratory flows (Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya since 2011), xenophobic 

attacks (South Africa and Zambia), to the growing threats of transnational crimes, 

violent extremism, and terrorism across the continent. 

According to Aning (2016), most of these security challenges have emerged partly as 

a result of “multiple socio-economic injustices,” including but not limited to 

“marginalization, social inequality, political exclusion, corruption, economic 

deprivation, unequal allocation and distribution of state resources, among others” . In 

examining these issues, it is important to adopt one or more of the strategies often 

adopted by scholars on governance and development. Citing the Nigeria example, 

there is the epoch by epoch examination of regimes as it is found in Adamolekun 

(2016), or a taxonomy which utilizes constitutional order (Simbine & Oladeji, 2010; 

Suberu, 2009). These two are related in a way but slightly different. Based on 

constitutional order, three main epochs can easily be identified as far as governance in 

postcolonial Nigeria is concerned. They are parliamentary system, also called the 

Westminster model, military autocracy, and the presidential system. 

For the regime or tenure-based classification, five main categorizations are identified. 

They are namely, First Republic (1960-1966), First Coming of the Military (1966-

1979), Second Republic (1979-1983), Second coming of the Military (1984-1999), 

and Fourth Republic (1999-till date). The Third Republic, which is omitted in the 

categorization, was quite unique as it combined the features of a military autocracy 

and a democratic dispensation. It was between 1992 and 1993, with a military Head 

of State and a full-fledged ministerial cabinet as well as a national parliament of 

representatives of the people and elected state governors and assemblies also at the 

state levels. 

In examining these issues, it is important to consider one or more of the strategies often 

adopted by scholars on governance and development for the analysis of this study. In 

Nigeria’s First Republic, the country practiced a parliamentary system that was 
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patterned after the British model. The government, at this period, was largely 

democratic and federal in character. Powers and resources were essentially 

decentralised, with the effect that sub national units were strong, relatively 

independent and largely self-financing (Otobo, 2002; Simbine & Oladeji, 2010). This 

system which, in terms of its impact on the living conditions of the generality of the 

people and evidence of physical infrastructure was relatively functional, was curiously 

replaced with the presidential system in the country’s Second Republic. 

It should be recalled that Nigeria’s multiethnic nature fragmented its multiparty system 

and legislature, during the First Republic, so much that the prime minister had to seek 

help in a political alliance to garner the necessary authority to rule. Since the enactment 

of the 1946 Richards Constitution of Nigeria, that provided the basis for Nigeria’s 

federalism, the politicisation of the multiethnic groupings has become a bane to 

Nigeria’s national unity, effective governance, and development. The militarization of 

power and its accumulation for personal and prebendal interests further deepened 

ethnic divisions and hostilities in the country. Despite strong optimism that a return to 

democracy in 1999 would abolish ethnicity and ethnoreligious conflicts, the country 

continues to be driven by tides of ethnic hostilities with devastating consequences 

(Kwaja, 2009). Babangida (2002) enumerates such consequences as a “waste of 

enormous human and material resources leading to fragility of the economy and its 

political process” . 

Thus, unlike the postcolonial adoption of cabinet system of government, it was 

conceived that a popularly elected president, under presidentialism, would symbolize 

unity and rise above the weak party system (Adamolekun, 2016). In the adoption of 

the U.S. presidential model, in which the chief executive evidently has more powers 

than a prime minister, in the British type of parliamentary system that Nigeria hitherto 

adopted, a two-term limit was also introduced for the chief executive. The country has 

had a long encounter with military rule, starting in 1966 with the momentary 

revocation of the federal system. However, despite the presidential system and its 

constitutional provisions on the principles of checks and balances, Nigeria operated a 

“military/command federalism” (Osaghae, 2002, p. 24). This, according to Simbine 

and Oladeji (2010, p. 809), has over the years been characterized by “complete 

unitarism and absolute fiscal centralism.” 

In the 20 years of the Fourth Republic, since the 1999 reintroduction of civil rule, 

governance in Nigeria has been more civil than democratic. The centralization of 

power and resources in the hands of one person—the president—has continuously 

fueled apprehension over exclusion and the agitation for better representation from 

across the different socioeconomic and political groups. This has worsened the 

country’s age long clientelistic and prebendal politics, in which largely personalized 

public institutions have not only failed to uphold a necessary culture of accountability 
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and transparency but have also pilloried the vast majority of ordinary citizens who are 

unconnected to the political elites in abject poverty (Abiola, Imade, 2021). 

Incidentally, considering the gap between the political elites and those they supposedly 

represent, the former can hardly empathize with the latter who currently battle with 

the effects of the country’s economic recession amid various forms of security threats 

(Tella, 2016). Yet, the cost of governance in view of the increasingly expensive and 

ostentatious lifestyles of many public office holders has unduly continued to rise. It is 

on this premise that an analysis of the impact of governance in Nigeria since the 

country’s independence in 1960 is undertaken. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Democracy 

According to Elaigwu, cited in Yio (2012), the idea of democracy is strange to Africa 

and needs to be domesticated to Nigeria local conditions and targeted to her distinctive 

problems. He also define democracy as a system of government centered on the 

acquiring authority from the citizens; the institutionalization of the rule of law; the 

emphasis on the legitimacy of rules; the availability of choices and cherished values 

(including freedom); and accountability in governance. This definition brings out the 

principles of democracy and the core one being the residence of sovereignty with the 

people. Yio stressed that democracy is viewed as “government by the people with full 

and direct participation of the people”. However the type of democracy practiced in 

Athens was not inclusive in complete sense as it excluded women and slaves who were 

integral part of Greek city states. Huntington opined that a political system is 

democratic; if it’s most powerful collective decision makers are chosen through fair, 

honest and periodic elections in which candidates freely compete for votes and in 

which virtually all the adult population is eligible to vote. It also implies the existence 

of all those civil and political freedoms to speak, publish, assemble and organize that 

are necessary for political debate and the conduct of electoral campaign. Likewise, 

Cohen (1971) noted that democracy is a system of community government in which 

by and large the members of the community participate or may participate directly or 

indirectly in making decisions, which affect them. 

 

Governance 

Governance is a concept that is highly pertinent to corporate organisations; regional 

and international organizations as well as institutions; among other groups and 

organisations across the world. Based on etymological belief, the concept of 

governance is known to have emanated from the ancient Greek. Based on semantics,  

the terms is being used as a verb kybernein (infinitive) or kybernao (first person) which 

literally means ‘steering’, ‘guiding’, or ‘manoeuvring a ship or a land-based vehicle’. 
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Plato also used the word ‘governance’ for the first time ever as he used the word 

metaphorically to depict ‘the governing of men’ or ‘the governing of people’ 

(Campbell & Carayannis, 2013).  Therefore, the concept of governance in relation with 

“government” or “governs” has been for long in existence in political and academic 

discourse, illustrating the tasks of carrying on governmental activities or assignment. 

Governance is known as the process that is employed to achieve the noble end of the 

state. Thus, governance simply means the art of governing individuals within a given 

territory or a state. It consists of two essential elements of the state; namely, the 

structure of the state and the procedures of the legislative, judicial and those of the 

executive and administrative bodies at all the tiers of government. In sum, governance 

refers to a state in action. Governance is better conceived from Lasswell traditional 

definition of politics as who gets what, when and how and perhaps how much. Thus, 

governance has a lot to do with the allocation of values in society, which to a large 

extent is political in nature. Although governance is related to politics, it is 

conceptually different. Moreover, as a human phenomenon, governance is exercised 

within a given socio-cultural context and belongs to a broader department of politics. 

While politics is the authoritative allocation of values or who gets what, when and 

how, governance is the process and mechanisms of allocating the values without 

jeopardizing the principle of equity, justice and fairness. Therefore, it is through the 

practical application of the authority and the processes of governance that the powers 

of the state acquire meaning and substance. In this regard the World Bank view 

governance as, “the manner in which power is exercised in the management of a 

country’s economic and social resources for development. Thus, governance includes 

institutional and structural arrangements, decision making processes, policy 

formulation and implementation capacity, development of personnel, information 

flows and the nature and style of leadership within a political system. Hence, 

governance is largely about problem identification and solving. It is also about social, 

economic and political progress or advancement. Consequently, governance has 

social, economic, administrative and political dimensions. The World Bank defined 

governance as governance consists in the exercise of authority in the name of the 

people while good governance is doing so in ways that respect the integrity and needs 

of everyone within the state (World Bank, 2003). 

 

Sustainability 

Sustainability as in consolidation is the process by which democracy becomes so 

broadly and profoundly legitimate among its citizens that it is very unlikely to break 

down. It involves, behavioural and institutional changes that normalize democratic 

politics and narrow its uncertainty. This normalization requires the expansion of 

citizen access, development of democratic citizenship and culture, broadening of 
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leadership recruitment and training, enhancement of national integrative instruments 

and other functions that civil society performs. However, most of all, and most 

urgently, it requires political institutionalisation. A democracy can best be sustained 

when we have good reason to believe that it is capable of withstanding pressure or 

shocks without abandoning the electoral process or the political freedom on which it 

depends, including those of dissent and opposition. Moreover, this will require a depth 

of institutionalisation reaching beyond the electoral process itself. Diamond (1995) 

From these, however, a variety of different criteria has been proposed in the literature 

in order to identify a sustained democracy when we see one. Democracy is 

consolidated when a government that has itself been elected in a free and fair contest 

is defeated in a subsequent election and accepts the result. The point of this criterion 

is that, it is not winning office that matters, but losing it and accepting the verdict, 

because this demonstrates that powerful players, and their social backers, are prepared 

to put respect for the rules of the game above the continuation of their power. On the 

other hand, the second option favours a simple longevity or generation test. Twenty 

years say, of regular competitive elections are sufficient to judge a democracy 

consolidated, even without a change of ruling party, since habituation to the electoral 

process would make any alternative method for appointing rulers unthinkable. 

 

Deficits of Governance: A Discourse Analysis 

Unarguably, a strong correlation exists among governance, peace, stability and 

development. Thus, the developmental failure being witnessed in Nigeria is a direct 

consequence of the dysfunctional governance offered by the successive rulers of the 

state. The governance method adopted by the Nigeria’s political leaders negates all 

known prescriptions of good governance. A critical view of system of governance in 

Nigeria revealed an aberration of global acceptable governance norms. In other words, 

governance system in Nigeria is a complete departure from governance indicators 

(Kaufmann, Kraay & Mastruzzi, 2010). 

 Arising from deficit and anomaly in governance is the erosion of internal security 

across the country. Security lapses have continued to manifest in the areas of grave 

activities of insurgents. The insurgents such as the dreadful Boko haram with its series 

of bombing, and violent attack, have succeeded in mass destruction of lives and 

properties especially in the North-eastern part of the country. There is also emergence 

of different bandits group in the North-western region of the country  which engage in 

kidnapping of peoples and destruction of public infrastructures like the rail system. 

Not forgetting the continuous attacks of IPOB/ESN on citizens and government 

officials in the South-eastern part of the country. Besides are anti-insurgents’ activities 

of the Nigeria security agencies which have equally led to killings of peoples and 
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destructions of properties. All these activities have continued to fuel the wave of 

crimes among the teeming youths of the nation. 

It is not surprising therefore that, the vibrant youths’ population have their energies 

misdirected to negativity because people managing the nation have no plan for them 

and their future. Thus, the youth are easily recruited into different insurgents group or 

into any other veritable crimes activities that will earn them incomes for their survival. 

The gigantic debt in which the nation finds itself is connected with poor governance. 

Ordinarily the nation should not have had cause to go about borrowing, given the 

enormous wealth that is naturally endowed with the country, especially the crude oil. 

What the nation’s managers have done with the nation wealth could be better 

understood by the assertion made by Amundsen (2010) who avows that the between 

1960 and 1999 the sum of $380 billion had vanished into the pockets of the nation 

managers. 

Amundsen (2010) assertively claims that: 

Nigeria is heavily affected by the so-called ‘resource curse’: despite 

an estimated USD 400 billion in oil income since independence in 

1960, the country has experienced…a very poor economic 

development, and it has a population more impoverished now than 

it was 50 years ago (Amundsen, 2010). 

 

Thus, it could be rightly deduced that the major bane to the nation’s development is 

the political and public officers who use public offices not for the services delivery for 

peoples, but for their selfish interest (Obo, Coker & Omenka, 2014). For this reason, 

Agagu and Ola (2011) referred to them as harbingers of “the scourge of poverty and 

crisis” that pervades the nations’ and inhibiting its developments. Corruption and 

unethical practices have continued to hinder public officers from meeting up with their 

responsibilities to the people they always professed they are serving. Corruption 

impedes economic development, the growth of democratic institutions, and the ability 

of developing countries to attract foreign investment. 

The laxity in governance has also culminated into the declining industries. For 

instance, poor governance resulting in creating hostile business environment have 

been one the reasons that led to relocation or folding up of businesses in the country. 

Gone are the days when companies and organization such as Peugeot Automobile 

Nigeria; Volkswagen Nigeria; Dunlop Nigeria Limited; Michellin Nigeria; BATA; 

Lennards; Kingsway; A.G. Leventis; and Phillip Nigeria among others were 

flourishing in Nigerian, but now these companies and organizations are not in the 

country again. In a similar vein, industries such as Steel Rolling Mill, Osogbo; Steel 

Rolling Mill, Ajaokuta; Arewa Textile Mill; Nigeria Airways all are now moribund. 

For not making Nigeria Airways to work, the nation is losing as much as $2 billion to 
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foreign airlines annually (Tokunbo, 2017). And of recent are such companies 

especially airlines who are pulling out of Nigeria with the reason of unfavourable 

economic policy by the government. These airlines include United Airlines, British 

Airways, Spanish National Airline Iberia, Air France-KLM, Qatar Air, and Etihad. 

Besides, are oil companies including Chevron, ExxonMobil, Ground Petroleum, and 

Pan Ocean among others. Consequently, many people have continued to lose their 

jobs. 

Government’s ineptitude and lack of concern for the people has culminated in a 

situation where the people are deprived of social infrastructures and amenities. Where 

there are claims of the provision of amenities by the government, most of these 

amenities are either substandard or has already collapsed. Poor governance equally 

reflects in the area of poor placement of priorities by the government; a situation where 

leaders prefer to spend public scarce resources on uneconomic projects. These so-

called leaders prefer to embark on such projects that will earn them immediate 

monetary gains, instead of investing on peoples’ dire-need infrastructures such as 

schools, hospitals, portable water, and accessible roads. Besides, basic infrastructure 

such as regular electricity supply is lacking, consequently many production industries 

are running at a loss. This has led to the closure of businesses in Nigeria, while others 

have relocated to other nations with relative regular supply of electricity. 

 

Towards democratic sustainability 

Democracy represents a form of power and a model of politics that in narrow terms 

confers on citizens the right to directly take political decisions by majority rule. In 

broad terms, democracy constitutionally retains the powers of the majority in a 

framework designed to guarantee basic liberties and rights.  Democracy is based on 

some form of participation and/or representation. It is also assumed that in a 

democratic system, government derives legitimacy from the people and for the 

integration of them all. Government also exercises authority within the framework of 

a body of supreme laws called the Constitution. Citizens have equal political rights to 

vote and be voted for. Democracy can therefore he formal and substantive. Democracy 

can also exist substantively if it goes beyond the formal trappings of democratic 

political systems such as multipartism and elections do include such elements as 

accountability and genuine popular participation as a result of national unity in the 

nations political and economic decision making processes at whatever level. In this 

conception, a political system can be considered to the substantively democratic if it 

ensures socio-economic empowerment of the masses, if it is unity inclined; if it is 

popularly driven, if the leaders have a mass popular support and electoral base and if 

it properly invests power with popular legitimacy in addition to having formal 

procedural attributes. 
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According to Hauss (2008), democratization takes time because it requires the 

development of new institutions, unity of the people and widespread trust in them, 

which almost never happens quickly. Nigeria still very much requires strong 

democratic institutions with formidable integrative structures and democrats with the 

appropriate and structures democratic value orientations, commitment, patience and 

resilience to make these institutions work on a sustainable basis. The efforts to build 

these pillars are daily being confronted and challenged with substantial threats which 

manifest themselves in reckless misrule by elected officials, corrupt practices by 

public officials, insensitivity to and intolerance of opposing views and perspectives 

communal and ethno-religious conflicts and generalized insecurity to lives and 

properties all of which create apprehension about the possibility of authoritarian 

reversals.  

The present crop of Nigeria’s political elite has continually demonstrated that it is not 

interested in building democracy that would promote and sustained the nation’s quest 

for national integration/unity for maximum human development. It is merely 

interested in primitive accumulation of power and wealth. It lacks the rudiments, 

capacity and discipline to rule without acrimony. As Jinadu (2007) has noted, the 

dominant political culture in Nigeria today is one that depoliticizes politics, reducing 

it to a lawless vocation, taking morality out of it and disempowering the generality of 

the country by violating their constitutionally entrenched sovereignty. 

Nigeria’s brand of democratic governance is like what Diamond (2002) refers to as 

electoral authoritarianism i.e. a ‘pseudo democracy’ in which political pluralism has 

not been completely closed off, rather, multiple parties are allowed to contest elections 

that are held at regular constitutional intervals but in which opposition parties and 

candidates are not allowed full freedom to campaign and given a fair chance to win. 

Formal democratic institutions like multiparty elections and parliament exists 

precisely to obscure and sometimes soften the reality of authoritarian domination 

(Diamond, 2002). Rather than a true form of rule, they are a legitimizing façades with 

which to purchase some acceptance from the international community and the 

domestic constituency and internal division of the ethnic groups. 

In order to sustain democracy in Nigeria, The government should be more transparent. 

Accountable and transparent governance is a good alternative for Nigeria. It is an open 

minded and responsible kind of governance, which recognizes the visions of the 

country and respects the values of the people. It is a kind of governance that obeys the 

rule of law without making any one above the law and without mismanaging the public 

fund in order to achieve sustainable development. 

Also, the government must try as much as possible to curb corruption. Corruption is 

one of the diseases which have plagued Nigeria. In other words, it is one of the greatest 

challenges of Nigeria. A country with endemic corruption is unable to function 
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effectively to achieve sustainable development because, sustainability does not thrive 

in an unconducive and corrupt environment. There is need to improve on some 

anticorruption measures in the country in order to help strengthen governance and 

public sector management. This will include improving public participation projects 

to ensure that the funds go through the right direction. Also, the Economic and 

Financial Crime Commission (EFCC) which is responsible for the prosecution of 

financial culprits should be strengthened in order to curb the endemic corruption in 

Nigeria. The commission should ensure that such culprits are duly punished so that 

such criminal acts will end to give way for sustainability in Nigeria.  

There is also need to improve the standard of education. Education, especially, a 

standard one is required for sustainable development. The standard of education in 

Nigeria has to be improved in such a way that youths would not need to migrate to 

developed countries for education, because, majority of our youths who travel out in 

search of better education, end up remaining there without returning back to Nigeria 

to apply the knowledge and skills they have acquired into the development of the 

country. This in turn leads to a brain-drain in Nigeria. However, it will be ideal to 

invest in basic education with more applicable and relevant education such as 

vocational skills training and development, because, this would substantially boost the 

productivity of Nigeria and as well, address social problems. 

In addition, there is need to provide adequate security and put an end to problem of 

insurgency and ethnic crisis in the country. 

Likewise, the basic infrastructure has to be improved for the environment to be 

conducive and friendly for every Nigerian, including foreign investors. For example, 

there is need for power supply in the country to be stable in order to reduce the cost of 

production and the cost of doing business in the country, and as well, reverse economic 

losses. There is also, the need for good roads, water and good housings.  

 

Summary and conclusion 

There is a popular saying that ‘if Nigeria sneezes, the rest of Africa catches the cold.’ 

While this might be a subjective statement, evidence has shown that Nigeria plays an 

important role in Africa. Infact, some scholars often call Nigeria the Big brother state 

in Africa. Enormous challenges the Nigerian state encounters therefore slows her pace 

in achieving dividend of democracy which inturn affects sustainable development in 

the country.  Corruption, non-accountability, lack of transparency, lack of good roads, 

lack of steady power supply, low literacy rate, among others has been highlighted as 

some of the challenges to democratic sustainability in Nigeria in the 21st century. 

Another salient hindrance of democratic sustainability in Nigeria is ‘too much power 

at the centre’ which inevitably makes the centre too powerful and unable to be 

checkmated. In Nigeria, the exclusive list has over 68 items which some of this items 
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are suppose to be under the concurrent or residual list. That is to say the call for 

constitutional amendment and the call for restructure by the people for a better Nigeria 

is legitimate and just call for a better Nigeria.  

Good governance which is the major factor that differentiate the Global north from the 

Global south is what sum up the challenges of democratic sustainability in Nigeria. 

Admits the above challenges that have been highlighted, Nigeria’s political space is 

dominated by politicians who sees public office as a place to amass wealth for 

themselves rather than delivering good governance unto their mandates. The EFCC 

and ICPC are two anti-corruption agencies which  persecute public office holders who 

have been alleged of corrupt practices (syphoning of public funds, inflating contracts 

etc.) while in office. Amidst the functions and duties of these anti-corruption agencies, 

it has not been able to put an end (or reduce to a minimal level) to corrupt practices 

among public officers who are meant to provide good governance. Some scholars have 

even argued that these anti-corruption agencies are tools of victimizing and 

intimidating political opponents who are not in accord with the government in power.   

In conclusion, if these challenges are properly addressed, Nigeria will surely be on the 

lane towards sustainable development and also fulfil potentials which she truly 

possess. If Nigeria gets things right, other Africa countries will most likely follow suit 

due to the political, cultural and economic influence the country has in Africa. We live 

in a global world whereby things we do often shape the actions and inactions of others. 

As it is to individual, so it is to state to state relations.  
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