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THE DILEMMA OF DEMOCRACY AND CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY IN NIGERIA 

Peter T. Etchie 

Abstract 

It is an incontestable truism that any government be it military dictatorship or 

civil must safeguard, protect and provide for its citizens. But the reverse is 

always the case with Nigeria. This is because successive Nigerian governments 

in their policies have divided the Nigerian polity into two worlds with the 

privileged few having the majority shares of “Nigeria Democracy PLC” on one 

side and the majority poor people who have no shares occupying the other, but 

are encouraged to expect the dividends of democracy. The above has made the 

majority poor Nigerians so disillusioned and have refused to discharge their 

duties and responsibilities to the state. This paper is of the view that the long 

military rule in Nigeria, corruption, and the lack of ideological guide/focus on 

the part of various Nigerian leaders are the factors that are militating against 

the governments in discharging its duties to the majority poor people in 

Nigeria. 

Introduction 
The life of the average Nigerian is bound in shallows and miseries, and suffering, needless 

suffering has become his constant companion. Yet he continues to labour under the illusion that happy 

days are here again. It is a cruel hoax and the people; poor creatures of a long life habit, of hoping against 

hope have begun to imagine that their suffering is part and parcel of nation building. 

Nigeria since independence in 1960 has embarked on an Israelite journey these past 42 years in 

the wilderness-ground to dust by a succession of inept and cruel administrations, which created human 

degradation and environmental wastelands in our cities and villages and called it national development. 

This has made Nigerians to have ill feeling towards meeting their duties and obligations to the state. This 

no doubt is because the machinery of the state rather than being used for the benefit of all has been totally 

devoted to the service of the rich and powerful in our society, and the poor, when lucky suffered benign 

neglect, but were otherwise left to fend for themselves as best as they could, in the most cruel and 

degrading circumstances. Hence the lack of simple social basic services and amenities such as affordable 

medical care, water supply, housing, environmental sanitation, good roads, public transportation, even 

security of life. 

Meanwhile the rich and powerful in the society are aided by the machinery of the state through 

huge contracts and other underhand methods to enrich themselves so that they are able to afford all these 

things. No wonder Sagay (2001:8) posited that, the Nigerian society is today divided into two worlds, 

with the privileged few in our society having the majority shares of Nigeria Democracy PLC and .the 

majority poor people, who have no shares occupying the other, but are encouraged to expect the dividends 

of democracy. 

According to him these two worlds live apart and are in two different economic and social 

hemispheres, in the Nigeria political landscape since 1960 to date, it is glaring that, once the rich and the 

powerful are taken care of, the ruling class has no incentives not to talk of any sense of obligation to make 

these services and benefits widely available to all Nigerians. 

This paper is of the view that, the inability of successive Nigerian governments to provide or 

meet up with its part of the social contract between it and its citizens has made Nigerians to equally fail to 

meet up with their own part of the social contract. 

The Concept of Democracy 

At best, the concept of democracy is extremely complex, in an attempt to understand it a little 

more clearly, Fikentcher (1994:49) stressed that democracy comes from the grassroots and not from the 

top down. Dari (1991:26) defines democracy as “A political system in which the opportunity to participate 

in decisions making is widely shared among all adult citizens”. While Gambo and Tallen (2000:54) 

argued that democracy essentially means “Government by the people”. The above definitions presume 

that the state exists for the people and not the reverse. They also make the 
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assumption that individuals and communities work through the political system to solve any number of 
problems that are of collective concern. 

Hodgkin (1964:96) posited that the central concept of democracy has normally been understood in its 

classic sense as meaning, essentially the transfer of political and other forms of 

power from a small ruling European class to the mass of the African people  ------------------ the African 

demos. And as observed by Bums and Patterson (1969:254), democracy rests on a belief in the 

fundamental dignity and importance of the individual essentials; being equality of human beings, and the 

individual‟s freedom. 

According to them, there are 3 basic doctrines of democracy namely individualism, statism, 

liberty and freedom. While individualism demands that we should “so act to treat humanity whether in 

thine own person or in that of any other in every case as an end, never as a means only” individualism 

makes the individual the central measure of value. 

The doctrine of statism on the other hand makes the measure of value and holds that public 

policies and governmental forms are good, if they promote the well being of the state. That is the 

welfare of the state has no meaning except in terms of the welfare of the individuals who comprise it. 

The third doctrine is the belief that liberty is desirable, that freedom is good. Liberty and 

freedom means that each individual should have the maximum opportunity to select his own purpose in 

life and to choose the means to accomplish those purposes. 

From the foregoing, it is evidently clear that a democratic process is primarily a device to 

determine which of the several competing groups shall run the government. Since the administration 

operations must be in the hands of a small group of people. 

Therefore a democratic government apart from putting in place good governance must 

according to Eregha and Isitoah (1994:17) have the following characteristics. 

1. The elections must be free. 

2. The citizens must enjoy the rights to have access to fact, to criticize, to participate in political 

deliberations and to organize for political purposes. 

(i) The government must operate in accordance with the decision(s) of the majority. Although, 
the majority is not always right but it is right to do what the majority wishes. 

(ii) All citizens must have equal voting power. 

Concept of Civic Responsibility 

In every society, citizens are accorded some rights by the state at least to recognize their 

existence within the geo-political entity of the state and in return the citizens are also expected to 

perform or discharge certain duties or responsibilities to the state. Nigeria is not an exception to the 

above and this has led to the inclusion of fundamental human rights in almost all Nigerian constitutions, 

starting from 1960 to 1999. The above was occasioned by the need to protect or safe guard the rights of 

individual citizens all over the world. 

The concept of civic responsibility according to Hornby „(1993:203) are the duties or 

obligations of a citizen to a state. Ogunsaya (1992:3) defined duties and obligations as those services 

that the individual citizen is expected to perform for the state as a member in return for the rights 

accorded him by the state. In other words, duties and obligations are services performed by citizens to 

reciprocate the entitlements and claims (rights) offered them by the state. 

Eregha and Isitoah, (1994:35) listed the rights of the individual that are safe guarded by the 

state as; 

i. Right tolife. 

ii. Right to personal liberty 

iii. Right to peaceful assemblyand association 

iv. Right to freedom from discrimination 

v. Right to private and family life 

vi. Right to freedom of expression and the press 

vii. Right to serve in public office 

viii. Right to dignity of human persons 

ix. Right to fair hearing 

x. Right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion 
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xi. Right to freedom of movement 

xii. Right to protection of private property 

xiii. Right to participate in the election 

xiv. Right to freedom from compulsory acquisition of one‟s property except with adequate 

compensation. 

On the other hand, the duties and obligations of the citizens to the state according to them are: 

i. A good citizen must vote after attaining the age of (18) that is, he must exercise his political right. 

ii. A good citizen must be loyal to the state. 

iii. A good citizen must pay his taxes regularly. 

iv. A good citizen must respect the national symbols such as national anthem, flag, pledge and 

leaders. 

v. A good citizen must defend his country against external aggression. 

vi. A good citizen must always contribute to the development of his community and country at large. 

vii. A good citizen must be proud of his culture. 

Dilemma of Democracy and Civic Responsibility in Nigeria 

Democracy may be described as a system of government under which people exercise the 

governing power either directly or through representatives periodically elected. Since it is not possible 

for all to take part in the decision making process, people are appointed or elected to represent others. 

This is called representative democracy. Those representing the rest members of society constitute the 

government. Democracy requires that people in government must promote the common good of the 

majority of the people outside government. 

• According to Bums and Patterson (1969:254), the doctrine of statism makes the state the 

measure of value and holds that, public policies and governmental forms are good, if they promote the 

well being of the state. That is the welfare of the state has no meaning except in terms of the welfare of 

the individuals who comprise it. 

It is an incontestable truism that any form of government in Nigeria be it military or civil owe it 

as a duty or responsibility to do the following: 

i. Ensuring that, there are unity, faith, peace and progress in the country against all odds. 

ii. Ensure maximum welfare, freedom and happiness in the country. 

iii. Ensure the promotion of freedom, equality and justice. 

iv. Ensure equal and adequate educational opportunities to all citizens irrespective of their 

differences. 

v. Provide adequate security to the citizen against external aggression. 

vi. Provide adequate social facilities such as good roads, water, health services, education etc. 

vii. Care for the young, the aged and the disabled in the society. 

viii. To provide job opportunities for the people. 

ix. To protect, preserve and promote the Nigerian cultures. 

The above no doubt are the duties or responsibilities of the state to the citizens while on the part 

of the citizens; they are to do the following: 

i. They must vote, if they have attained the age of 18 years and above. That is, they must exercise 

their political rights. 

ii. The citizens must be patriotic and loyal to the state. 

iii. They must pay their taxes. 

iv. They must obey the laws of the land i.e. the state. 

A cursory look at the above stated duties or responsibilities of both the state and the citizens to 
one another is best captured by the social contract theory. This theory came into existence as a result of 
the suffering of humanity in the hands of kings, the feudal lords and the capitalist few. The extent of 
such sufferings forced men like Thomas Hobbes, Stuart Mill, John Locke to discover the concept of 
social contract, which was later, perfected by J. J. Rousseau. 
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In the theory Rousseau believed that no government should be given legitimacy unless and 

except the consent of the people is given to such authority. With this philosophy, democracy became 

known as the government of the people with the people‟s backing, consent, support and interest. A 



fallout from the above is that every government is responsible to its citizens as the citizens are equally 

responsible to the government i.e. the fulfilment of the above by any of the parties may lead to the other 

fulfilling its part of the agreement. While a defect or the inability of one to carry out its part may also 

lead to the other not carrying our its part of the agreement. 

As we all know, Democracy requires that, the people in government that are controlling the 

machinery of the state must promote the common good of the majority of the people outside 

government. If the above is the universally accepted norm, then, why is the Nigerian case different? The 

Nigerian situation is such that rather than government, be it military dictatorship or civil, promoting the 

welfare of the majority, they tend to overtime promote the welfare of the rich and powerful that are in 

the minority in the state. This no doubt has made the citizens so disillusioned, that they now find it 

difficult to discharge their duties or responsibilities to the state. 

Factors Hindering the State from Meeting Its Responsibilities to the Citizens 

Corruption 

One of the major problems is corruption. Corruption in a simple definition may refer to 

person(s) show of immoral and dishonest actions such as offering and accepting bribes. Defining 

corruption is as difficult as determining its effects. Actions by personal rather than public interest may 

be so interpreted by those who lose but not by those who gain from the action. In other words, it is the 

individual who suffers the action that tagged it all sorts of negative names such as nepotism, 

favouritism, tribalism etc. 

In his work, “How to be a Nigerian” Enahoro (1966:7) pointed out that westerners usually pay 

for a favour after it is received, whereas Nigerians pay before getting the favour. In essence, corruption 

and corrupt practices according to Krishnapada (1966:9) is very high in the life of an average Nigerian. 

Indeed cheating proclivity has permeated all fabrics of our society. The cheating that goes on at high 

places in our political system is a reflection of the cheating prevalent in our families. Because the family 

is the microcosm of the nation, he added that, one whose private life is bad cannot have a transparent 

leadership role. 

No wonder in 1965, Chief K. Balogun, an NCNC legal adviser in defending the Minister of 

Aviation accused of land deal said, ...” All top Nigerian parliamentarians, top civil servants, journalists.. 

.include in these transaction. When it suits our purpose we quote conventions surrounding the British 

parliamentary system. When it again suits our purpose, we close our eyes to certain practices, all in the 

name of the Nigerian way of life”. 

Corruption in Nigeria is not unrelated to the struggle for power and domination. Those who 

hold political and administrative positions use power and influence either for good or bad. No wonder 

Sagay (2001:9) captured the preference of the Nigerian ruler, in relation to those they govern as showing 

who the master is; such that, they exercise their power nofiso much by what it can achieve for the 

common good, but in what it can withhold from the people. He further added, that the Nigerian ruler do 

not see power as carrying with it the obligation to achieve something good for, and on the behalf, of the 

ordinary people that “I can change your lives for the better, but only if I am pleased and on my own 

term” Take it or leave it. 

The Murtala Mohammed regime, though short lived made a concerted effort to eradicate 

corruption in Nigeria. The government took a step to organize an anti-corruption drive, which resulted 

in the dismissal and summary retirement of over 11,000 public officers throughout the federation. Some 

though fault the purge despite its apparent effects on the state apparatus, and thus cause harsh political 

and economic implications. 

Since the end of this regime, Nigeria has experienced a lot of political, economic and social 

dependence caused by corruption. Example of the above is the open thievery by top government 

functionaries of successive Nigerian governments. Another example is the unnecessary waste of time in 

the power show in the present democratic government between the executive and legislative arms of 

government in Abuja over budgetary allocation/implementation, which is the exclusive preserve of the 

executive arm of government. Which no doubt have depleted the resources that would have been used in 

the provision of social amenities to the majority of the citizens, who will in turn see the government as 

discharging its duties and in return they would do same. 

Presently the current fight against corruption by the Obasanjo government is a welcome 
development to many Nigerians. It is argued that Obasanjo who had once been involved in the game of 
corruption will not be able to do a thorough clean up exercise. 



Lack of Leadership Ideological Guide/Focus 

The quest for common approach to the problem of national interest and development has been 

the bane of Nigeria since independence. This is because successive leaders in Nigeria have lacked the 

political will to steer the nation on the right course for the growth of social, political and economic 

aspects of the country. Political leadership in Nigeria has never had an ideological guide and or focus; 

with the result that political leaders determine what is right for themselves, in most cases to the 

detriment of others, particularly those considered political enemies or socio-cultural and ethnic enemies. 

Political repression has and have become the most characteristic feature of our political life for 

example, how do one explain the Ogoni and Odi massacres, which were legitimate struggles embarked 

upon by the people against exploitation and marginalization by the various Nigerian governments. 

All this means that political power becomes particularly important and the struggle for it gets 

singularly intense. This intensity for struggle for power has overshadowed every thing else including the 

pursuit of development, which is for the common good of all. If the above assertion is true, it means that 

most Nigerian leaders chose the reproduction of domination over development 

This attitude and greed no doubt have led to the misuse of manpower, resources and to 

inefficiency and corruption. Invariably appointments into positions of power, even when they are 

positions, which demand specialized knowledge, tend to made by political criteria, according to Ebima 

(2000:21). 

How does one rationalize the fact, that the Nigerian police that is created to cater for the general 

good of all is being commercialized and it is now available to rich private citizens, who can afford to 

hire our police men as personal guards at the expense of the majority. Sagay (2001:9) added that, in the 

whole civilized world, only in Nigeria is such a grotesque and aberrant deployment of a nation‟s police, 

the very personification of “Law and order” in existence seen. A fallout from the above is that efficiency 

and development also suffers from the general demoralization of the technically competent people 

serving under them, who are often frustrated by their supervisors. Nigeria loses at both ends, when 

ignorant and incompetent people are now at the top and the competent ones wasted. Ideologically 

Nigeria operates a capitalist formation that has failed to effectively mobilize the people for development 

as a result of poverty and leadership drought. For any people to be able to control and manipulate their 

environment and themselves, they must have a guiding principle or set of ideals that serve to regulate 

their individual and collective conduct. Hence the role of leaders and ideology in any process of 

governance is very important. 

Since governance is aimed at the betterment of the people and unifying them towards a 

common cause and purpose, it needs a solid ideological framework directed at the building and 

regeneration of the society through the combined efforts of the leaders and the whole society. It is the 

ideology of the leaders that galvanizes people to pursue interests that cannot be inhibited by particular 

long standing ties, sentiments and or loyalty. Ideology binds a people who have a shared idea in 

common, it is a call to action when people carry the same ideas in their heads and are working towards 

the same goal, then they seem mobilized or motivated by that common idea to achieving their set 

objective(s). 

According to Wilmot (1978:16) “it is the function of ideology, the system of ideas which 

generates and sustains action to define interests, to establish their order of priority and, on the basis of 

this definition and ordering, to create structures of action which seek to enhance and defend those 

interests”. 

The above could be, because successive Nigerian governments including the present one see the 

Nigerian populace as nature‟s gift to its politicians. This assertion manifests a fact that presently no 

African nation or better still that Nigeria has no political culture. The fact is that, our political history is 

replete with evidence showing that no Nigerian can boldly say this is the political culture of the country 

with respect to the military bastardization of our political life and national heritage. 

The Military Factor 

The military indeed soiled popular participation of the people in self-governance and various 

democratic authorities set-up thereafter are yet to disengage themselves from the military apron and 

remote control. One interesting fact is that these newly created democracies are now overwhelmingly in 

the hands of men who were at one time or the other commissioned military officers. 

How can these democracies promote themselves better for the people, in view of the dastardly 

acts of barbarism displayed by the military at a time when power was with them? Promoting democracy 

requires co-operating with many voices and partners in order to foster a conducive atmosphere for 

political socialization that will concern itself with how citizens could be introduced to and motivated to 



acquire opinions, attitudes and basic beliefs that in turn will help to determine and form their political 

behaviour which also leads to a sound political culture for the country. 

As optimists, the way to project our new democracy and move it forward is to make 

amendments. The various institutions of democratic governance need to be fairly acclimatized to the 

democratic rules and practices. Because elections conducted by the military cannot be taken seriously, it 

is the ones conducted by civilian administration that could be seen as a true test of democracy. 

People are represented in the parliament, which is an institution of democracy. Are they truly 

representatives of the people? How many a time have they travelled back to their people to relate events 

of the various happenings at the Houses? Have they (the representatives) not turned themselves into the 

best eggs in their constituencies, taking decisions at will on behalf of the people without consulting 

them? Are they transparent in their office? Representation is a service and a symbol of responsibility. It 

is not an avenue of becoming opulent when voters are wallowing in abject poverty courtesy of the 

military. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This paper focused on The Dilemma of Democracy and Civic Responsibility in Nigeria. The 

paper identified and discussed various concepts relating to the problems militating against the 

government in discharging its responsibilities to the citizens, which no doubt have equally made the 

citizens to hold back their responsibilities to the state. For proper relationship to occur between the state 

and the citizens, we suggest that these policies be put in place to ensure an enduring democracy that 

would be responsible to Nigerians. 

1. All citizens of the state must be regarded as equal before the law. 

2. All citizens must be given opportunity or encouraged to participate actively in the political 

system. 

3. The state must recognize that it owes the citizens an obligation to provide them with the 

fundamental material needs, recognize, respect and protect all rights. 

4. The state must not respect the power, which is not derived from the people and their accepted 

norms and values. 

5. The state must preserve the culture of using the ballot box (democracy) as the true symbol of 

freedom, liberty, equality and the basis of the improvement of the society for the benefit of the 

people. 

6. The state must discourage sharp class division among the people and the use of money to 

pervert power and justice in the political system. 

7. Freedom of expression must not be denied. The press must not be gagged. 

8. The state must encourage its citizens to mobilize their technological energies by encouraging 

inventions and discouraging the culture of modernizations and transfer of technology, which 

dampens the spirit of innovation and creativity. 

9.  The state must abolish all forms of discriminatory practices or policies such as obliging 

Nigerians who work in states other than those of their parents‟ birth to be regarded as 

expatriates whose tenure of service is determined by tenures of contract. 

10. The state should discourage the relegation of the Nigerian women to the background in 

consideration of political appointments and employment opportunities on the basis of their 

being women rather than that of qualification and fitness for the job. 

Finally, it is our hope that the faithful implementation of the above recommendations may 

enable the people have the dividends of democracy in form of good and qualitative education, good 

health policy, access to communication, and information technology, free enterprise, good agricultural 

programmes, good electricity supply, good rural and urban planning and infrastructure, good housing 

programmes, eradication of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, promotion of basic political human 

rights, nurturing peace and understanding, enhancing inter-religious co-operation and dialogue as a 

culture of relationship by all and sundry. 

In a society that is determined to achieve all these, corruption, treachery, violence, selfishness, 

opulence and capital accumulation cannot have a place. Patriotism will become acceptable to all when 

the led see that his leaders are upright and people-conscious in their actions, feelings and behaviours. 

There may however be some problems of implementing the above-mentioned submissions, 



these may be called problems of democracy. Tackling them require astute intellect to overcome or else 

the dividends of democracy needed by the people inspite of their loyalty and obedience may not come 

their way and this, in its capacity could spell doom for the leaders and the state. 

These problems include: growing inability of the state to meet the needs of citizens; bad policy 

implementation like SAP which made hospitals and medical bills beyond the reach of the poor, daily 

reduction in the purchasing power of the people, political interference of foreign investors, private 

sector profit making concern to the detriment of popular programmes of the government, the civil 

organization‟s opposing interest and support for the masses as against the state interest in promoting 

elitism and satisfaction of foreign investors under various multilateral agreements. 

The above problems are capable of altering and changing behaviours and values politically, 

socially, economically and religiously. The result could be unbearable on all citizens including the 

people at the top. 
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