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Introduction

In the last three decades, the global intellectual spaces have been 
proliferated with scholarly studies which have explored the processes of demo-
cratization in the hitherto authoritarian, but now “democratizing” societies of 
the Global South (see Diamond 1995; Alexander 2002). Interestingly, while 
these studies, would appear to have to added to scholarly understanding of 
democracy, outside the lenses of the early “democratizers”, by identifying 
conditions under which democracy, once launched, in new democracies, 
could be safeguarded from break-down or reversal. However, they seem to 
have been skewed, in focus and orientations towards the experiences of the 
early “Third Waver” of Latin America, with scanty attention to African cou-
ntries (see Diamond 1996; Mainwaring, O’Donnell and Valenzuela 1992; 
Mainwaring and Scully 1995). Even, few Africanist works, such as Villalon 
and Von Doepp (2006) and Cho and Logan (2009), that focus on Africa, by 
interrogating the processes of democratization while no doubt, have offered 
robust arguments to explaining the poor performance of Africa’s new “demo-
cracies”; sidelined the issue of corruption. Yet, the incidence of corruption, 
going by the publicity it has been given by regional and global institutions, 
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remains a gargantuan monster that has thwarted the continent’s march to 
sustainable development (Schiller 2000).

It is against the backdrop of this observed gap in the literature that 
this article, with a focus on post-authoritarian Nigeria, examines the cha-
racter of democratization process, in Africa, under condition of pervasive 
corruption. Following this introductory preamble, which sets the background 
and significance of the study, is the second section that conceptualizes and 
contextualizes the key concepts that are germane to this study. Section three 
explores and surveys extant literature on the nexus between democracy and 
corruption. In the section that follows, the Nigerian experience with demo-
cracy and corruption, in the post-Authoritarian era, is interrogated and discus-
sed. Section five develops an explanatory framework for explaining the core 
problematique in the discourse. The sixth section sums up the arguments, 
reflects and concludes with a number of submissions. 

Conceptual Clarifications: Democracy, Democratic Conso-
lidation and Corruption

At the peak of the Cold War, when authoritarianism of all shades 
pervaded the socio-political landscapes of Asia, Latin America and Africa, the 
major preoccupations of democratic theorists seemed to be on how to move 
the polities of these areas towards liberal democracies. To be sure, during 
this period, democratization, liberalization, democratic opening, and other 
liberal-friendly concepts appeared to have been dominant in literature on 
democracy (see Gillespie 1989; Di Palma 1990; Linz 1990). Nevertheless, 
as democracies became entrenched in many of these countries, the concept 
of democratic consolidation became the courted bride of scholars (see Bee-
tham 1994; O’Donnell 1996). However, it has to be stressed that while there 
seems to be a seeming consensus on what democratic consolidation, which 
Ojo (2008, 170)  depicts as making democracy immune against regression 
into authoritarianism, symbolizes thematically, the concept still faces the 
problem of homonymy which perhaps makes classification and theory buil-
ding problematic. In the words of Schedler (1997, 3), “the bad thing is that 
the uncontrolled use of democratic consolidation has swept us into a state of 
conceptual disorder that more and more acts as a barrier to subdisciplinary 
communication, theory-building, and accumulation of knowledge”. 

Instructively, what thus simply emerged in literature on consolida-
tology are different conceptualizations of democratic consolidation. This 
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notwithstanding, the common denominator of all the major formulations is 
that all seems to have shifted the definitional scope of democratic consolida-
tion from the classical prism of preventing democracy from “sudden death” 
(Morlino 1995). As Huntington (1996, 9) remarks, “with contemporary neo-
democracies, the problem is not overthrow but erosion: the intermittent or 
gradual weakening of democracy by those elected to lead it”. The position of 
Huntington here is that democratic consolidation, in the post-Cold War era, 
is no longer about democratic regression into authoritarianism but about 
converting the democratic players in new democracies into real democrats. In 
other words, it is now about avoiding or thwarting “slow death” of democracy.  

In this wise, definitions of the concept of democratic consolidation 
began to capture values, institutions, processes and attitudes that tend to 
support or strengthen the democratic processes. For example, Bratton (1999) 
conceptualizes it as the widespread acceptance of roles to guarantee political 
participation and political competition. From a slightly different angle, Ojo 
(2008; 1970) sees it as the process by which democracy becomes so broadly 
and profoundly legitimate among citizens that it is very unlikely to break 
down. In a similar vein, Diamond (1995) says it involves the behavioural 
and institutional changes that normalize democratic politics and narrows 
its uncertainties. He adds that such normalization requires the expansion 
of citizen access, development of democratic citizenship and culture, bro-
adening of leadership recruitment and training among others. 

To be sure, the connecting thread in these definitional perspectives 
is that democratic consolidation is depicted as a process of progressing from 
the spectrum of consolidating democracy towards that of consolidated demo-
cracy. In other words, democracy is said to be consolidated when democratic 
regimes of the post-authoritarian society has completely shed themselves 
of the remnant of authoritarianism and have attained the level that might 
be impossible to regress into pseudo or hybrid forms of democracy. In this 
context, Whitehead is of the view that, “democracy can best be said to be 
sustained or consolidated only 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” (1989, 40). Similarly,  Przeworski (1991, 
93) contends that democracy is consolidated when the major political players 
recognize sufficient common interest in establishing electoral procedures 
and subsequently see what their interest in keeping to the rules of the game 
outweighs the costs to them of their being underpinned rather than out of 
any principled commitment to democratic norms and cannons.  
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However, beyond the foregoing contentions and theses, some scho-
lars on the subject are, conversely, of the view that rather than dissipating so 
much intellectual energies in pinning down a concise definition of demo-
cratic consolidation, emphases should be on its sine qua non (Beetham 1994; 
Schedler 1998). Specifically, this emerging orientation posits that once these 
conditions are habituated in new democratizing polities, the prospects of 
democratic reversal or even death are halted. In extant literature on democra-
tic consolidation, these conditions are presented as substantive and stability 
factors (Svolik 2007). Instructively, the first is symbolized in the multipli-
city of institutions, norms and beliefs that could nurture democracy in new 
democracies (Guillermo and Philippe 1986). The second depicts conditions 
that promote legitimacy and stability of the democratic order (Schedler 1997). 
In the words of Ogundiya (2010, 235), “the tiny gap between stability and 
consolidation is that stability begets consolidation. Put differently, democracy 
must be stable for it to be consolidated”. 

Stemming from the foregoing, therefore, democratic consolidation 
would appear to suggest the capacity of a country to nurture legitimizing 
values over a long time with little or no threat to democratic project. It would 
also seem to suggest the taming of antimonies that could delegitimize the new 
democratic order and makes it vulnerable to authoritarian reversal. Perhaps, 
it is within this framework that the link between corruption and democratic 
consolidation has been framed in the post-Cold War era. However, before 
the link is explored, it is apposite, for the purpose of this discourse, to put 
the concept of corruption, in the right perspective.

Defining Corruption  

The concept of corruption lacks a universally accepted definition, 
and universal consensus about its meanings (Heidenheimer et al. 1989). 
This fact notwithstanding, attempts have been made by scholars and institu-
tions to define corruption. While Nye (1967, 417) conceives it as “behaviour 
that deviates from the formal duties of a public role (elective or appointive) 
because of private-regarding (personal, close family, private clique) wealth 
or status”, Huntington (1968) views it as the behaviour of public officials 
which deviates from the accepted norms in order to serve private end. Dobel 
(1978) construes corruption as the betrayal of public position, resources and 
power for private gain. For the World Bank (1997, 7), it is “the misuse of 
public power for private gains”. However, contrary to the perspectives of 
Nye, Huntington and the World Bank that conceives corruption narrowly 
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from an official angle, Otite (1986) offers a broader definition of corruption. 
He construes corruption as the perversion of integrity and state of affairs 
through bribery, favour or moral depravity. The import of Otite’s definition 
is that it captures the moral as well as the distortion of procedures. This 
conceptualization underscores the fact that corruption is a phenomenon that 
straddles all sectors of the society (Basiru 2014). However, for the purpose of 
this article, the definitional perspective of corruption is framed in the context 
of malfeasance and misconduct in the governmental circle bordering on an 
abuse or misuse of official power by elected/appointed public officials for 
private gains.  To be sure, this perspective seems to conform to the position 
of the African Union (AU), which, in its Convention on Preventing and 
Combating Corruption and Related Offences, adumbrates acts of corruption 
in the governmental sector to include:

•	 The solicitation or acceptance, directly or indirectly by a public 
official or any other person, of any goods of monetary, or other 
benefit, such as a gift, favour, promise or advantage for himself 
or herself or for another person or entity, in exchange for any act 
or omission in the performance of his or her public functions;

•	 The offering or granting, directly or indirectly, to a public official 
or any other person of any goods of monetary value, or other 
benefit, such as a gift, favour, promise or advantage for himself 
or herself or for any person or entity, in exchange for any actor 
omission in the performance of his or her public functions;

•	 The offering or granting, directly or indirectly, to a public official 
or any other person for the purpose of illicitly obtaining benefits 
for himself or herself or for a third party;

•	 The diversion by a public official or any other person, for pur-
poses unrelated to those for which they were intended, for his 
own or her own benefit or that of a third party, of any property 
belonging to the state or its agencies, to an independent agency, 
or to an individual, that such official has received by virtue of 
his or her position;

•	 The offering or giving, promising, solicitation or acceptance, 
directly or indirectly, of any undue advantage to or by any person, 
who directs or works for, in any capacity, a private sector entity, 
for himself or herself or for anyone else, for him or her to act or 
refrain from acting, in breach of his or her duties;
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•	 The offering, giving, soliciting or accepting directly or indirectly, 
or promising of any undue advantage to or by any person who 
asserts or confirms that he or she is able to exert any improper 
influence over the decision-making of any person performing 
functions in the public or private sector in consideration thereof, 
whether the undue advantage is for himself or herself or for 
anyone else, as well as the request, receipt or the acceptance of 
the offer or the promise of such an advantage, in consideration 
of that influence, whether or not the influence is exerted or whe-
ther or not the supposed influence leads to the intended result;

•	 Illicit enrichment;

•	 The use or concealment of proceeds derived from any of the acts 
referred to in this article; and

•	 Participation as a principal, co-principal, agent, instigator, accom-
plice or accessory after the fact or in any other manner in the 
commission or attempted commission of, in any collaboration 
or conspiracy to commit, any of the acts referred to in this article 
(AU 2003).

Democracy and Corruption: Navigating the Nexus

It has to be stressed that the debates about whether democracy when 
consolidated reduces the incidences of corruption or strengthens it, in lite-
rature, has been dominated by two contradictory perspectives. The first, as 
documented in the works of Langseth (1999), Kolstad and Wiig (2011) among 
others, contends that democracy when consolidated in a country is a powerful 
tool to reducing corruption. The core thesis of this school of thought is that, 
given the accountability framework, inbuilt in a constitutional democracy, 
not present in an autocracy, a culture of accountability and transparency, 
which eschews corruption, is more likely to be cultivated and sustained. 
Working within this framework, Linz and Stepan (1996), Sandholtz and 
Koetzle (2000), Chowdhury (2004) and Batzilis (2015) insist that democracy, 
through elections and other accountability mechanisms inherent in it provide 
effective means for the citizens and the opposition parties, for detecting and 
punishing corrupt practices.

Specifically, Sandholtz and Koetzle (2000, 42) posit, “in a demo-
cratic regime, the populace acquires more extensive and effective means of 
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detecting and punishing corrupt practices”. Joining issues with Sandholtz 
and Koetzle, Osopian (2013) argues that competition among political parties 
inherent in liberal democracy acts as a “check” on each other’s behavior and 
by so doing, imposes a sense of accountability that, in the long run, reduces 
incidences of corruption. As he avers, “it induces politicians to avoid alle-
gations of corruption if their party is seeking re-election” Osopian (2013). 
Echoing Osopian’s view, Chowdhury (2004) posits,

It is in the interest of opposition parties to uncover any of their oppo-
nents who are engaging in corruption. Not only does this encourage 
greater transparency in the political process, it firmly incentivizes the 
incumbent government to meaningfully engage in the fight against 
corruption. 

Instructively, beyond the check inherent in electoral and party compe-
tition in a liberal democracy, it is also contended that the horizontal accoun-
tability institutionalized in a system of check and balances, between the three 
organs of government, equally reduces the incidence of corruption (see Per-
sson 1997; Laffont and Meleu 2001). Putting this perspective, Barro (1999) 
avers “checks on governmental power are necessary to limit the potential 
for public officials to accumulate personal wealth and carry out unpopular 
policies”. Furthermore, Saha et al. (2014) posit that, “by expanding demo-
cracy, one is increasing the probability of the detection and punishment of 
corruption and in turn, reducing the proportion of bribe-takers”.

Conversely, the second argument, drawing from the experiences of 
the late democratizers and discerned in studies such as Case (2002), Fisman 
and Gatti (2002), Mohtadi and Roe (2003), McLeod (2005) and Rock (2007), 
posit that democracy does really reduce the incidence of corruption in demo-
cratizing societies. Specifically, Rose-Ackerman (1996) remarks that, “even 
consolidated democracies are not short of their own forms of corruption”. 
The contention here is that the institutionalizations of democratic reforms 
in a country do not necessarily lead to reduction of incidences of corruption 
but rather it tends to “re-package” corruption in new form (see Hicken 2001; 
Robison and Hadiz 2004).

At this juncture, it has to be stressed that while both perspectives, 
no doubt, are robust and illuminating, however, the second, as it will soon 
be presented, would appear to be applicable for our purpose in this article, 
even though, it has been framed in the context of the experiences of illibe-
ral democracies of Asia, for the simple reason that it captures the political 
realities of Africa’s democratizing polities ravaged by pervasive corruption. 
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However, it fails to capture the relationships between democracy, institutions, 
development and corruption. It equally fails to factor into its explanatory lens 
the incompatibility of the institutions of liberal democracy to Africa’s cultural 
milieu and how this has shaped the quality of the democratization project in 
Africa (see Ake 1991; 1993; 2000; Parekh 1993; Mafeje 1995; Mkandawire 
1999; Lumumba-Kasongo 2005; Finkel et al 2008; Rutazibwa 2014). We will 
come to this soonest but before then, it is imperative to examine the capa-
cities of the institutions of liberal democracy in post-Authoritarian Nigeria 
to reduce the incidence of corruption. This is the focus of the next section.   

Democracy and Corruption in Post-Authoritarian Nigeria: 
An Overview

On 29th May, 1999, Nigeria, after almost fifteen years of military 
autocracy, returned to a liberal constitutional order, perhaps, with much 
expectation that the new order would be remarkably different from the pre-
vious republics, which collapsed due to wanton corruption of the political 
class (Falola and Ihonbvre 1985; Joseph 1991). Prior to this era, the country, 
aside occupying a pariah status in the comity of nations, as a result of poor 
human rights records by the various military regimes that superintended its 
affairs, the country occupied the first five positions in the Transparency Inter-
national’s Corruption Perception Index (Transparency International 1999, 1). 

Indeed, few weeks before the inauguration of the first democratically 
elected government, the country was voted the most corrupt country in the 
world (Enweremadu 2012). Perhaps, it was this sorry state of affair that com-
pelled the first President of the new dispensation, Olusegun Obasanjo, upon 
assumption of office, to make the fight against corruption the cornerstone of 
his domestic policies (Ribadu 2006, 1). His successors, including the incum-
bent, Muhammadu Buhari, have equally put in place, legal and institutional 
measures, to deal with corruption in the country (Basiru 2018, 130).

However, in spite of these efforts, the monster of corruption, espe-
cially among government officials, based on the observation of the political 
scenes since the country re-democratized, remains as pervasive as it was 
under authoritarian order, with attendant implications for democratic con-
solidation (Basiru 2014, 78). Clearly, this suggests that the post-authoritarian 
Nigerian democratic institutions, notably the legislatures, judiciary, politi-
cal parties, electoral systems, etc., that should be the anchorages of the 
institutional architectures to  tame corruption, as is the case in matured 



135Adeniyi S. Basiru and Olusesan A. Osunkoya 

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 4, n. 7, Jan./Jun. 2019 | p. 127-149

democracies, have not really attenuated the incidences of corruption in the 
country (Duruji and Azuh 2016). Indeed, it would appear that rather than 
move in the direction of democratic consolidation, the country seems to have 
demonstrated that democratization also has the potential to establish a new 
patronage system (Basiru 2016). To be sure, this state of affairs, in the last 18 
years, has manifested in many fronts. In the first instance, it has manifested 
in the institution of elections in the country. How? By virtue of its historic 
mandate, elections are the primary mechanism through which the citizens, 
through universal adult suffrage, hold the elected officials accountable and by 
extension, reducing their appetite for greed (Lederman et al. 2001). Indeed, 
a well known verdict in liberal jurisdictions, where the voters are really sove-
reign, is that dissatisfied electorates (citizens) have the rights to vote another 
party, spoil their ballot or abstain from voting altogether (Batzilis 2015, 32). 
This leverage, in a way, contends liberal theorists, some of which works were 
reviewed earlier, puts pressure on the incumbent office holders to constrain 
their greed and align their interests and policies with those of the electorates 
(see Bebchuck and Fried 2004). 

However, the opposite of the foregoing liberal ethos seems to have 
been the case in post-authoritarian Nigeria where incumbent office holders 
hardly see elections as the leverage for the electorates that are dissatisfied 
with their performance to change them through the ballot (Ibrahim 2007; 
Akhaine 2011). Indeed, at different levels of government in the country in 
the last 18 years, there have been numerous cases in which the incumbents 
accused of corruption and abuse of office, have won elections through mani-
pulation and fraud (Agbaje and Adejumobi 2006). Beyond this, incumbents 
also continue to manipulate the electoral processes to legitimize the retention 
of power and also deploy state machinery to pursue their selfish interests. 
The point being made here is that elections, in post-authoritarian Nigeria, 
like they were, in the previous republics, have become mere periodic rituals 
only for the exercise of franchise and not for holding political office holders 
accountable to the electorate (Onoja 2007, 9).  

More worrisome in the whole episode has been the seeming 
weakness of the Electoral Management Body (EMB), charged, constitutio-
nally, to conduct elections, in discharging its responsibilities. Indeed, at a 
point, it seemed as if the body was an arm of the People Democratic Party 
(PDP), the ruling party at national level from 1999 to 2015. For instance, in 
the run up to the 2007 Presidential election, the electoral body, through its 
Chairman, Professor Maurice Iwu, jettisoned the age-long principle of the 
impartiality of the electoral body, by usurping the power of the Judiciary, to 
determine the candidate that had the right to contest the presidency of the 



136 Post-authoritarian Nigeria: democratizing under pervasive corruption

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 4, n. 7, Jan./Jun. 2019 | p. 127-149

country (Iyayi 2007).  In fact, it took the intervention of the highest court in 
the land, barely 72 hours before the 2007 presidential poll, to include the 
logo of the candidate of the leading opposition party on the ballot. 

Equally important to be stressed is that the opposition parties have 
also been found wanting in the country’s democratization processes in the 
last 18 years. Ideally, opposition parties, as shadow governments, should, in 
conjunction with the civil society organizations (CSOs), be the vanguard of 
holding the officials in power accountable to the citizens. In the words of 
Osipian (2013),

competition encourages opposition parties to act as a ‘check’ on each 
other’s behaviour. Revelations of corruption can impose reputatio-
nal costs for wrongdoing, demand public inquiries and encourage 
the dismissal of elected politicians and bureaucrats.

In most liberal democracies, it is customary for the opposition parties 
in their own interest to uncover any of their opponents that are engaged in 
corruption. Instructively, an attitude such as this does not only check and 
encourage greater transparency in governance but would also constantly put 
the incumbents in a position to engage in meaningful fight against corrup-
tion in the society. Conversely, in Nigeria and other democratizing polities in 
Africa, the opposition parties, have, in the last few years, have hardly played 
this critical role. Even beyond this, political parties in Nigeria, in the last 18 
years, have been documented to have been bedeviled by several pathologies, 
which have impacted on their supposed roles in a democratizing Nigeria (Ani-
fowose 2004; Adejumobi and Kehinde 2007; Olarinmoye 2008; Omotola 
2010; Basiru 2015).  However, one of such pathologies that seems to have 
impacted negatively on the capacities of political parties in Nigeria to play the 
role of opposition and by extension, fighting corruption, has been ideological 
vacuity (Omotola 2009; Ogundiya 2011). 

Observably, Nigerian major political parties are hardly different from 
one another in term of ideology. Indeed, as it is generally remarked in Nigeria, 
political parties are mere vehicles for getting into public office for the sake 
of accumulation.  In other words, politicians in Nigeria are not, based on 
ideological belief, interested in strengthening the opposition for purpose of 
questioning and challenging the actions and policies of the party in power. 
Rather, they are interested in getting into offices via any available party. In 
Nigeria, every politician wants to be in the ruling party rather than being in 
the opposition. Putting the switching mentality of Nigerian politicians in 
perspective, Ikuenbor (2010, 14) posits, 



137Adeniyi S. Basiru and Olusesan A. Osunkoya 

Brazilian Journal of African Studies | Porto Alegre | v. 4, n. 7, Jan./Jun. 2019 | p. 127-149

there is a striking similarity between politicians and prostitutes as the 
endeavours of both professionals are geared towards the acquisition 
of power and money respectively; both glowing in their adulterous 
eyes. In both professions, switching is the game. However, while pros-
titutes switch beds, the politicians switch parties.

Another sphere in which the democratic institutions of the post-au-
thoritarian Nigeria would appear to have failed is that of horizontal accounta-
bility. Again, as liberal theorists, aver, state power should be balanced between 
the executive, legislature and the judiciary so as to prevent abuse of power 
by one organ of the state (Merkel 2006, 29). Put differently, each organ of 
the state is accountable to the other, within the limit of its allotted constitu-
tional power, to stop, watch and block their actions. The logic here is that by 
curtailing the individual political actor’s political discretion, his ability and 
capacity to indulge in selfish and greedy practices is restrained (Kolstad and 
Wiig 2011). In Nigeria, in spite of the institutionalization of the principle of 
horizontal accountability in the 1999 Constitution, the legislatures, at both 
the centre and the peripheries of the Nigerian federation, would appear to 
have performed dismally in checking the corrupt practices of members of 
the executives (Imam and Mustapha 2008; Alabi and Fashagba 2010). In 
several documented instances, members of the legislature have rather than 
protecting the interests of the electorates and the citizenry actually preben-
dalized with the executive to the detriments of the country (Basiru 2014).

At another level, the legislature itself that ought to be the vanguard 
for checking the executive on how it deploys public financial resources, was, 
in many documented cases, enmeshed in corruption. Indeed, between 1999 
and 2003, the leadership of the upper legislative chamber changed two times 
due to crisis bothering on corruption. Indeed, the situation seems not to have 
changed in the current (7th) National Assembly (Saliu and Bakare 2016). 
Few months ago, Hon. Abdulmumuni Jibril, the erstwhile Chairman of the 
Appropriation Committee, alleged that the House of Representatives, the 
lower chamber of the National Assembly, of which he is a key officer, stink 
with corruption (The Nation 2016, 4). Indeed, no Nigerian better captures 
the rot in the National Assembly in Nigeria than the first President in the 4th 
republic, Olusegun Obasanjo who asserted that the both legislative houses 
are an assemblage of thieves and looters (Awela 2016, 1). Here, it is equally 
instructive to stress that the judiciary, the arm of government that is constitu-
tionally charged with the mandate of checking the abuse of power of the two 
other arms, at the federal and state levels, in the last 18 years of democratiza-
tion, has also performed dismally, especially, in the sphere of ensuring public 
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accountability (Enweremadu 2011). Indeed, aside from being confronted 
with the challenge of weak institutional capacity to perform its functions, 
the judiciary itself, like its sister organs, has been enmeshed in crisis of 
credibility bothering on corruption (Osipitan 2005, 14). Although, it must 
be noted, allegations of corruption against members of the judiciary did not 
berth with the advent of the 4th republic, the tempo of such allegations would 
appear to have further heightened in the republic (Enweremadu 2011). As a 
retired Justice of Supreme Court, Justice Samson Uwaifo, observes in 2005, 

Corruption was once thought to be only in the magistracy because of 
the disturbing way some of the personnel tended to abuse their office 
… It gradually crawled to the High Courts and would appear to have 
had a foothold among a noticeable number of judicial officers there … 
Now, there is real apprehension that the appellate court may soon be 
infested if not already contaminated with some of these vices (This-
day 4 June 2005, 16).

In the last 18 years of democratization in the country, several judicial 
officials have been dismissed from the Bench (Thisday 4 June 2005, 16). In 
October, 2016, for the first time in the political history of the country, some 
high profile judges, in “string operation” by the operatives of the Department 
of State Security (DSS), the internal intelligence arm of the Nigerian state, 
were arrested, in a coordinated manner, across major cities in the country 
(Vanguard 8 October 2016, 8). Although, the processes of their prosecution 
by the Nigerian state is in progress but the fact that such operation took 
place in the first instance clearly suggests the malfeasance in the country’s 
temple of justice.

The foregoing discussions are pointers to the fact that the democratic 
institutions, put place in the course of transiting from an authoritarian order 
into liberal democracy, in the last 18 years, had not really lived up to expec-
tations in  curbing the monster of corruption as has been hoped for  by the 
western promoters of political liberalization. To be sure, the institutions that 
have been constitutionally mandated to promote democratic accountability, 
probity and transparency in Nigeria, have, rather than discharging their man-
dates, been immersed in cesspool of corruption with serious consequences 
for social order and by extension, democratic consolidation. At this juncture, 
a question is apt: why has the problem of corruption, in spite of longevity of 
democratic practice, persisted?
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State, Liberal Democracy and Corruption in Nigeria

The seeming failure of democratic institutions in post-authoritarian 
Nigeria, like in the previous republics, to deal with the monster of corrup-
tion, can really be explained from two mutually reinforcing positions. The-
refore, the first thesis that is proposed is that at the root of the problem lies 
in the character of the Nigerian state and the politics it engenders. As Ake 
(2000, 7) remarks, “much of what is uniquely negative about politics in 
Africa arise from the character of the state, particularly its lack of autonomy, 
immensity of its power, its proneness to abuse, and lack of autonomy and 
lack of immunity against it”. Framed this way, the post-colonial Nigerian 
state, though immense and over developed in term of power, is, however, 
not autonomous of the dominant social forces. To this end, it is easily cap-
tured by a tiny minority, which often deploys its awesome power to achieve 
selfish objective, most importantly, to accumulate wealth at the expense of 
the majority of the citizens. 

In this wise, it has become an arena of intra-hegemonic struggles, 
among the tiny minority to capture it, for purpose of primitive accumulation. 
Instructively, the captor in a democracy, a political party, upon ascension to 
state power often deploy all available resources at its disposal to remain in 
power, for the simple reason that retention of power offers leeway for  con-
tinued access to the country’s commonwealth. In a political arrangement 
such as this, state offices become prebends that can be appropriated by state 
officials to accumulate wealth not only for themselves but also for a network 
of clients beneath the state (Joseph 1987). According to Thomson (2000, 119), 

Clientelism is a mutually beneficial association between the power-
ful and the weak. A patron extends public office (a salary or access 
to the state), security (something akin freedom from arbitrary vio-
lence) and resources (such as wells, roads, medical centres) to his 
or her clients. In return, the client offers supports and deference that 
help the patron’s elevated position.   

Instructively, as clientelism pervades the entire social system, even 
those democratic institutions that are to ensure public accountability have 
become caught in the web of prebendal culture, whereupon, corruption and 
other genres of official malfeasance became the order of the day (Yagboyaju 
2011). The point being made here is that the post-colonial Nigerian state 
like its peers elsewhere in Africa is an arena for the distribution of prebends 
and patronage.  However, as fascinating as this explanatory framework is, it 
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cannot be divorced from the country’s colonial past. Indeed, many scholars of 
African politics have traced the origin of state-society schism in general and 
corruption, which has impacted negatively on the democratization processes 
in the continent to debauchery of colonial rule. For Ekeh (1975), colonialism 
created in Nigeria two set of values, which were oriented differently towards 
two publics: the primordial and civic. The former, according to him, is a bas-
tion of morality in which the natives (Nigerians) considered as sacred and thus 
related to it with deference. The latter, on the other hand, is associated with 
the exploitative colonial rule and represented amoral domain to be pillaged 
and plundered by the natives to build up or support the primordial domain 
and thus making corruption, nepotism, favouritism, etc., the hallmark of 
the state (public realm). Within this logic, therefore, it became legitimate to 
embezzle state funds to nourish the primordial realm. Instructively, since the 
state, given the rudimentary development of capitalism, is the custodian of the 
country’s commonwealth, as remarked earlier, it has become the honeycomb 
to be pillaged by the tiny minority, which has captured it via elections, for the 
purpose of distrusting prebends. In a democracy, it is not only the executive 
arm of the state that is prebendalized but all other democratic institutions.

Reinforcing the foregoing is the second thesis, which links the pro-
blem to the throwback of the incompatibility of institutions of liberal demo-
cracy to Africa’s environment (see Teshome-Bahiru 2008). Yet, the promoters 
of this brand of democracy have insisted that it is what Africa need. Alas, 
liberal democracy itself is rooted in a specific culture. In the words of Adetula 
(2011, 17), “the evolution and development of liberal democracy is associated 
with a particular culture and environment, which belies its claim to univer-
sality. Given this major constraint, its transferability to different cultural 
contexts has generated many problems, especially for non-western societies. 
The purveyors of liberal democracy ignore the differences in the process of 
historical development and change in different regions of the world”. In 
his seminal work on the cultural relativity of liberal democracy, Ake (1993) 
contends that liberal democracy, given its roots in atomistic social order, does 
not fit into the African context. Based on this premise, he submits that the 
model of democracy that is fitting for Africa and Africans is different from 
liberal democracy being promoted by the donor agencies. Re-echoing Ake’s 
position, Parekh (1993), Shivji (2003), Adetula (2011) and Rutazibwa (2014) 
insist that liberal democracy, irrespective of how it has been packaged by 
the West and their institutions, is not in tandem with Africa’s realities. Its 
imposition on Africa as a corollary to the structural adjustment programmes 
by the West has resulted in the proliferation of institutions (some of which 
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were discussed earlier) that are either weak, incapable or caught in the quag-
mire of corruption.

Concluding Remarks

This article set out to examine the contours and terrains of demo-
cratization process, in a democratizing Nigeria, under condition of pervasive 
corruption. From the evidence gathered in the course of the study, it was 
found out that endemic and pervasive corruption, especially in official quar-
ters, have constituted a major threat to democratic consolidation in post-au-
thoritarian Nigeria. It was also demonstrated that democratic institutions in 
post-authoritarian Nigeria have been so weak in checking the incidence of 
corruption in the country. It noted that unlike the scenario in the advanced 
liberal democracies where democratic institutions are alive to their historic 
mandates of checking corrupt practices, the opposite have the case in Nige-
ria. Resultantly, this state of affairs has had implications not only for the 
country’s development and but also democratic consolidation. At the centre 
of the problem is a non-autonomous, prebendal petro-state whose arena 
has been providing fertile grounds for corruption and all genres of official 
malfeasance to thrive. In the light of the foregoing, what should be done? 
Firstly, it is suggested that the democratic architectures of Nigeria and other 
African countries will need to be re-examined, decolonized and if possible 
reworked as to re-orient them towards a model of democracy that does not 
only fit into the country’s socio-cultural milieu but can also improve the 
material conditions of the people. Secondly and ultimately, the entire Nige-
rian structure needs to be reconstructed via an autochthonous process. The 
Nigerian state as it is presently constituted is alien to the people; it needs be 
indigenized, decolonized and democratized.
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Abstract
This article, adopting descriptive, historical and analytical methods of inquiry and 
using the post-authoritarian Nigeria as research backdrop, examines the contours 
and terrains of democratization processes, in Africa, under condition of pervasive 
corruption. It observes that democratic institutions, in Nigeria since the termination 
of the authoritarian order in 1999, have performed abysmally in checking the inci-
dences of corruption contrary to the expectations in the donor community, based on 
the experiences of the advanced democracies, that democracy and its appurtenances 
once launched, could reduced the incidence of corruption. It notes and argues that 
this state of affairs is not unconnected to a non-autonomous and a prebendal state, 
which offers almost limitless opportunities for official corruption to thrive.
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