History Of Politics In Nigeria
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History of politics in Nigeria is a rich tapestry woven from diverse
cultures, ethnicities, and colonial legacies. Nigeria, with its over 200
million inhabitants, is home to more than 250 ethnic groups, each
contributing to the complex political landscape of the nation. Understanding
the history of politics in Nigeria requires a deep dive into its pre-colonial
systems, colonial influences, and the post-independence struggles that shaped
the modern political framework of the country.

Pre-Colonial Political Systems

Before the arrival of European powers, Nigeria was a mosaic of independent
kingdoms and empires, each with its own form of governance. These systems
were deeply rooted in traditional practices and cultural norms.

Major Kingdoms and Empires

1. The Hausa City-States: Located in the northern region, these city-states



were known for their trade and Islamic scholarship. They had a structured
political system with rulers known as Sultans.

2. The Oyo Empire: In the southwest, the Oyo Empire was a powerful political
entity characterized by a complex system of governance that included both the
Alaafin (king) and a council of chiefs.

3. The Kingdom of Ife: Regarded as the spiritual heart of the Yoruba people,
Ife was known for its artistic achievements and political organization.

4. The Kingdom of Benin: Famous for its art and trade, the Benin Kingdom had
a highly organized political structure with the Oba as the supreme leader.

These kingdoms and empires operated independently, developing their own
systems of governance based on customs, traditions, and religious beliefs.

Colonial Era and Its Political Implications

The arrival of European powers in the 19th century marked a significant
turning point in the history of politics in Nigeria. British colonization
began in earnest in the late 1800s, leading to the establishment of control
over the diverse regions of Nigeria.

The Scramble for Africa

- The Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, where European powers divided Africa
among themselves, set the stage for British control over Nigeria.

- The establishment of the Lagos Colony in 1865 marked the beginning of
formal colonial rule.

Consolidation of Power

- In 1914, the British merged the Northern and Southern Protectorates and the
Lagos Colony to form the Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria. This
amalgamation ignored the ethnic and cultural differences among the regions.

- The introduction of indirect rule allowed British administrators to govern
through local leaders, which further entrenched traditional power structures
while simultaneously undermining them.

Struggle for Independence

The mid-20th century saw a surge in nationalist sentiments across Nigeria,
driven by educated elites who sought to end colonial rule and establish self-



governance.

Key Events Leading to Independence

1. Formation of Political Parties: The emergence of political parties such as
the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC), the Northern
People's Congress (NPC), and the Action Group (AG) mobilized citizens and
articulated demands for self-rule.

2. World War II Impact: The war exposed many Nigerians to global ideas of
democracy and self-determination, spurring calls for independence.

3. Constitutional Reforms: The Lyttleton Constitution of 1954 and the
Macpherson Constitution of 1951 were crucial in providing a framework for
increased Nigerian participation in governance.

4. Independence Achieved: On October 1, 1960, Nigeria gained independence,
becoming a republic in 1963 with Nnamdi Azikiwe as its first president.

Post-Independence Challenges

The early years of independence were marked by political instability, ethnic
tensions, and military coups. The democratic experiment faced numerous
challenges, leading to a series of military regimes.

Military Coups and Civil War

1. First Military Coup (1966): Led by Major Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu, this
coup resulted in the assassination of key political figures and the
establishment of a military regime.

2. Civil War (1967-1970): Ethnic tensions, particularly between the Igbos and
other groups, culminated in the secession of Biafra, leading to a devastating
civil war that caused millions of deaths and widespread suffering.

3. Subsequent Coups: Nigeria experienced several more coups, with military

leaders like General Yakubu Gowon, General Murtala Mohammed, and General Sani
Abacha ruling the country at different times.

The Return to Democracy

The late 20th century brought renewed hope for democratic governance in
Nigeria. The struggle for a return to civilian rule involved a collective



effort from various sectors of society.

Key Milestones in Democratic Transition

1. June 12, 1993 Elections: Widely considered the freest and fairest
elections in Nigerian history, the election of Moshood Abiola was annulled by
the military regime, leading to widespread protests and unrest.

2. Transition to Civilian Rule (1999): Following the death of General Sani
Abacha, General Abdulsalami Abubakar oversaw a transition to civilian rule,
leading to the election of Olusegun Obasanjo as president in 1999.

3. Constitutional Reforms: The 1999 Constitution established a framework for
democratic governance, emphasizing the rule of law, human rights, and the
separation of powers.

Contemporary Political Landscape

Today, Nigeria's political landscape is characterized by a multi-party
system, with significant challenges remaining in governance, corruption, and
electoral integrity.

Current Political Issues

- Corruption: Corruption remains a pervasive issue, undermining public trust
and development efforts.

- Ethnic and Regional Tensions: Ethnic divisions continue to influence
political affiliations and conflicts.

- Security Challenges: The rise of insurgent groups, particularly Boko Haram
in the northeast, presents significant security concerns for the government.

Conclusion

The history of politics in Nigeria is a compelling narrative that reflects
the complexities of a nation shaped by its colonial past, diverse cultures,
and ongoing struggles for democratic governance. As Nigeria continues to
navigate its political challenges, the lessons from its historical journey
remain crucial in shaping a more stable and prosperous future. Understanding
this history not only provides insights into contemporary issues but also
highlights the resilience and aspirations of the Nigerian people.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of the 1960 Independence
in Nigeria's political history?

The 1960 Independence marked Nigeria's transition from colonial rule to self-
governance, establishing a federal parliamentary system and leading to the
formation of political parties that shaped the country's early democratic
landscape.

How did the Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970) impact
the political landscape of Nigeria?

The Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafran War, led to significant
political changes, including the centralization of power, the emergence of
military rule, and a re-evaluation of ethnic relations, which continues to
influence Nigerian politics today.

What role did military coups play in Nigeria's
political history?

Military coups played a crucial role in Nigeria's political history, with
several coups between 1966 and 1999 leading to intermittent military rule,
suppression of democratic processes, and long-term effects on governance and
civil rights.

How did the transition to civilian rule in 1999
shape contemporary Nigerian politics?

The transition to civilian rule in 1999 marked the beginning of the Fourth
Republic, characterized by a return to democratic governance, the
establishment of political parties, and the adoption of a new constitution,
fostering a more vibrant political environment.

What are the major political parties in Nigeria and
their historical significance?

Major political parties in Nigeria include the People's Democratic Party
(PDP) and the All Progressives Congress (APC). The PDP, formed in 1998,
dominated the political scene for over a decade, while the APC, established
in 2013, emerged as a significant opposition force, reflecting the evolving
political dynamics in Nigeria.

How has ethnic diversity influenced political
developments in Nigeria?

Ethnic diversity in Nigeria has significantly influenced its political
developments, often leading to ethnic-based political parties, regional



tensions, and conflicts, which complicate governance and national unity while
impacting electoral outcomes.

What are the current challenges facing Nigeria's
political system?

Current challenges facing Nigeria's political system include corruption,
electoral violence, insecurity from insurgency and banditry, lack of
infrastructure, and a need for political reforms to enhance transparency and
accountability in governance.
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