
Copyright © 2014 SAGE Publications www.sagepublications.com
(Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore and Washington DC)
Vol 30(1): 1–24. DOI: 10.1177/0169796X13516340

Democracy and Inequality in Nigeria

Nathaniel Umukoro
Department of Political Science Delta State University, Abraka

ABSTRACT

Increasing inequality in Nigeria has been of growing interest to scholars,  
international political observers, and the Nigerian public since the creation of 
the country in 1914 by the British colonial masters. The focus of this article is on 
the extent to which the practice of democracy in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic has 
contributed to the reduction of inequality. The article begins with the dimensions 
of inequality in Nigeria. The study shows that democratic governance has not 
adequately bridged the inequality gap in country. The article further identifies rea-
sons for the failure of democratic governance to address the problem of inequality  
successfully. It also discusses reactions of Nigerians to widespread inequality.
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Introduction

This article examines the extent to which the practice of democracy in 
Nigeria’s Fourth Republic has contributed to the reduction of inequal-
ity. Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa with a population of  
160 million, about 50 percent of the population of West Africa. Nigeria is 
also the oldest federal state in Africa (Adamolekun, 1991, p. 1). Nigeria 
is a federation of 36 states and 774 local governments. The country was 
created by the erstwhile British colonial rulers in 1914 following the amal-
gamation of the Northern and Southern Protectorates. Nigeria is a very 
diverse country with over 250 ethnic groups. The federation of Nigeria 
came about as a child of necessity in 1954 following the adoption of the 
Lyttleton Constitution. This is so because a federation is usually viewed 
as a form of governmental structure deliberately designed to cope with 
twin, but difficult task of maintaining unity while also preserving diversity 
(Jinadu, 1979, p. 15). A federal constitution was recommended for Nigeria 
because of the diverse cultures, religions, ethnic traits, vision, resource 
endowment, character, and so on. Federal politics in Nigeria manifests 
features of various forms of federalism, namely political federalism which 
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is concerned with the division of powers among the tiers of government 
(Asobie, 1998, p. 15; Oates, 1972, p. 16); administrative federalism which 
has to do with the assignment of functions to other levels of government 
and fiscal federalism, also referred to as intergovernmental fiscal rela-
tions between and among the units of government in a federal system 
(Adesopo & Asaju, 2004; Oates, 1972, pp. 16–20; Tanzi, 1995, p. 297). It 
is pertinent to note that federalism was introduced into Nigeria during 
the colonial period as an institutional framework for promoting unity in 
diversity, stability, and development.

Since Nigeria gained political independence the country has practiced 
both military and democratic regimes. The challenges associated with mili-
tary regime have made some scholars to view military rule as the source 
of all development challenges in Nigeria. For example, Ake (1995, p. 34) 
asserted that “the military and democracy are in dialectical oppositions. 
Democracy presupposes human sociability; the military presupposes 
its total absence, the inhuman extremity of killing the opposition. The 
military demands submission, democracy enjoins participation; one is a 
tool of violence, the other a means of consensus building for peaceful 
co-existence”. Since democracy is expected to have positive effects on 
a developing country, this article examines the extent to which it has 
contributed to ameliorating inequality in Nigeria.

Regime Types in Nigeria’s Political History

After a long period of colonial rule, parliamentary democracy was 
instituted at independence by the colonial masters. The early period of 
Nigeria’s existence as an independent state was characterized by series 
of political crisis. This factor culminated in tensions that sparked the first 
military coup in 1966, believed to be led by young army officers of the Igbo 
ethnic group of the Eastern Region. Following the coup, Major General 
Johnson AguiyiIronsi emerged as the head of state and subsequently 
abolished federalism in favor of a unitary system, which according to him 
would foster unity in the country. Commenting on this situation Smith 
(1981, p. 357) asserted that “the response of the first military government, 
under General Ironsi, to the fissiparous tendencies of Nigerian federalism 
was to centralize”. The Northerners viewed this action as an attempt by 
the Igbo ethnic group of defunct Eastern region to dominate the country, 
hence a counter-coup led by Northern officers who installed Lieutenant 
Colonel Yakubu Gowon as the new head of state against the established 
military hierarchy. Gowon promptly reinstated federalism. The murder 
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of Major General AguiyiIronsi and the takeover of political power by 
Lt. Col. Yakubu Gowon (a Northerner) generated serious political crisis 
which led to a civil war between 1967 and 1970. Military rule continued 
until 1999 with a short interruption by a democratic regime between 1979 
and 1983. The reinstatement of democratic rule in 1999 was heralded by 
Nigerians as a new beginning in Nigeria’s development efforts. For over 
14 years Nigeria has enjoyed democratic stability.

Dimensions of Inequality in Nigeria

Conventionally, income-based measures of inequality are usually 
adopted for the assessment of the relationship between federal politics 
and inequality. For example, the Gini coefficient is a statistical measure 
of inequality which has been applied to national income distributions 
to measure income inequality in countries. It gives a 0 to a perfectly 
equal distribution and 1 to a perfectly unequal distribution. According 
to the CIA (2003), Nigeria gets 43.7 (0.437) on this scale, making it more 
unequal than Ghana, Senegal, Tanzania, and Egypt to name but a few. 
This statistics while offering a snapshot of the situation with regard to 
income, does not tell the whole story. That is why this study adopts the 
multidimensional conception of inequality that includes non-income 
aspects. This approach is adopted because understanding inequality in 
Nigeria goes beyond income measures and in most cases all dimensions 
of inequality interact to produce a particular outcome. For the purpose of 
this article, three dimensions of inequality are taken into consideration. 
These are economic, gender, and regional. Economic inequality (also 
known as the gap between rich and poor, income inequality, wealth dispar-
ity, or wealth and income differences) is the difference in the distribution 
of economic assets (wealth) and income within or between populations 
or individuals. The term typically refers to inequality among individu-
als and groups within a society, but can also refer to inequality among 
countries. The issue of economic inequality involves equity, equality of 
outcome, equality of opportunity, and life expectancy (Fletcher, 2013). 
Gender inequality on the other hand refers to unequal treatment or 
perceptions of individuals based on their gender. It arises from differ-
ences in socially constructed gender roles as well as biologically through 
chromosomes, brain structure, and hormonal differences (Wood, 2005). 
Gender inequality stems from distinctions, whether empirically grounded 
or socially constructed (Maglaty, 2011). Gender inequality is used to 
refer to the disparity between persons as a result of either being man or 
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woman. It is the assumption which allows superiority of one gender thus 
preventing both men and women to have equal rights, opportunities, or 
privileges. In the society, women are the ones who are mostly affected 
by gender inequality (Ask.Com, 2013). Regional inequality on the other 
hand refers to a situation in which differences exist between two or more 
regions in terms of economic, social, political, and other opportunities, 
which makes a region to be ahead of other regions. This inequality may 
be due to differences in natural resource, level of production, and loca-
tion of industries. In other words, regional inequality exists when certain 
regions have limited opportunities and low standards of living when 
compared with others.

Democracy and the Alleviation of Inequality in Nigeria: Evidence 
from Statistical Reports

This section of the article considers the extent to which federal politics in 
Nigeria has alleviated economic, gender, and regional inequalities using 
statistical reports.

Economic Inequality

Poverty is a pervasive problem in Nigeria. Several reports indicate that 
the problem has been persistent despite economic growth in the country. 
For example, the 2012 report of the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 
in Nigeria indicates that the incidence of poverty in Nigeria worsened 
between 2004 and 2010. This can be observed in Table 1.

Table 1 indicates that the number of Nigerians living below poverty 
line rose from 17.1 to 112.5 million between 1980 and 2010, i.e. a rise in 
poverty incidence from 27 to 69.0 percent. Although population increased 

Table 1.
Relative Poverty Head Count, 1980–2010

Year Poverty Incidence % Estimated Population (Million) Population in Poverty

1980 27.2 65 17.1
1985 46.3 75 34.7
1992 42.7 91.5 39.2
1996 65.6 102.3 67.1
2004 54.4 126.3 68.7
2010 69.0 163 112.5

Source:  NBS, HNLSS (2010).
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from 65 million in 1980 to 163 million in 2010, it can be observed that 
poverty incidence increased drastically between 1980 and 2010.

However, during the same period, Nigerian economy grew strongly at 
an average annual growth rate in excess of 6.6 percent, making the country 
the fifth fastest growing economy in the World in 2010 at 7.87 percent real 
growth rate. The above represents the paradox of growth in the face of 
poverty and inequality (Economic Note, www.bglgroupng.com). The 2010 
Global Monitoring Report of the United Nations Education, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), also revealed that about 92 percent of 
the Nigerian population survives on less than $2 daily, while 71 percent 
survives on less than $1 daily. The Nigeria Poverty Profile Report 2010, 
a report which emerged from the Harmonized Nigeria Living Standard 
Survey (HNLSS) conducted by the NBS with support from the World 
Bank, DFID (UK) and UNICEF indicates that Nigeria’s relative pov-
erty measurement stood at 54.4 percent, but increased to 69 percent (or 
112,518,507 Nigerians) in 2010. Statistics on various categorization of 
poverty is shown in Table 2.

Table 2 is a distribution of the Nigerian population into extremely poor, 
moderately poor, and non-poor. Distributing the population into extremely 
poor, moderately poor, and non-poor, the proportion of the extre- 
mely poor increased from 6.2 percent in 1980 to 29.3 percent in 1996 and 
then came down to 22.0 percent in 2004 before reaching 38.7 percent in 
2010. For the moderately poor, the picture was quite different as the 
proportion rose between 1980 and 1985 from 21.0 to 34.2 percent. It went 
down between 1996 and 2004, from 36.3 to 32.4 percent, and even further 
in 2010 to 30.3 percent. On the other hand, the proportion of non-poor 
was much higher in the country in 1980 (72.8 percent) compared to 1992 
(57.3 percent). It dropped significantly in 1996 to 34.4 percent, falling 
further in 2010 to 31 percent. These indicators emphasize the need for 

Table 2.
Relative Poverty: Non-poor, Moderate Poor, and Extremely Poor (%), 1980–2010

Year Non-poor Moderately Poor Extremely Poor

1980 72.8 21.0 6.2
1985 53.7 34.2 12.1
1992 57.3 28.9 13.9
1996 34.4 36.3 29.3
2004 43.3 32.4 22.0
2010 31.0 30.3 38.7

Source:  NBS, Harmonized Living Standard Survey (2010).
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a comprehensive social protection strategy to safeguard the poor and 
vulnerable against risks of destitution.

Additionally, the human development ranking of Nigeria has consis-
tently remained poor over the years. This is illustrated in Table 3.

Table 3 shows that between 2005 and 2011, Nigeria ranked between 
154 and 156. This low ranking indicates that economic inequality remains 
a major challenge in the country.

Gender Inequality

Since the creation of Nigeria in 1914, gender inequality has been a devel-
opment issue. In spite of efforts over the years, women still lag far behind 
men in most indicators of socio-economic development and political par-
ticipation. Women constitute the majority of the poor, the unemployed, 
and the socially disadvantaged (Ngeri-Nwagha, 1996). Tables 4 and 5 
illustrate the state of gender inequality in Nigeria.

It can be observed in Table 4 that gender inequality is a characteristic 
of the public service in Nigeria. This is very worrisome because the public 
sector which is often perceived to be more progressive (since it is mainly 
the area where direct public policy intervention can effect changes in 
gender composition) does not fare any better.

Table 3.
Human Development Index (HDI) of Nigeria, 2005–2011

Years HDI Ranking

2005 158/177
2006 154/179
2007 158/177
2008 158/177
2009 158/182
2010 159/178
2011 156/187

Table 4.
Proportion of Women and Men Employed in the Public Sector, 2001–2004, Nigeria

Year Women % Men %

2001 28.5 71.5
2002 28.7 71.3
2003 30.7 69.3
2004 29.5 70.5

Source:  Fatile et al. (2011, p. 115); British Council (2009).
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Although women represent between 60 and 79 percent of Nigeria’s 
rural labor force, men are five times more likely to own land than women. 
In general, land ownership is very low among women, a factor that limits 
their ability to exploit a land-based livelihood strategy. It affects their abil-
ity to access finance, for example, and often delays investment decisions 
or reduces the earning potential of agriculture (British Council, 2009). 
It is important to note that even though Nigerian Land Use Act of 1978 
nationalized all land and vested authority in the State Governor who holds 
it in trust on behalf of all, in practice; however, the way land is owned and 
accessed varies from place to place. It can be an amalgam of traditional 
Islamic Sharia and other local governance practices (Mabogunje, 2010). 
In rural areas, women’s rights of access are still regarded as secondary 
to those of men and many customs suggest that women’s access to land 
is still mediated via patrilineal systems (Aluko & Amidu, 2006), in spite 
of the intentions of the 1978 Land Use Act. For women, user rights often 
follow marriage, inheritance, or borrowing. Inability to have access to 
land usually inhibits livelihood opportunities.

Table 6 shows that an overwhelming majority of women candidates 
lost the elections. Only one in every 14 woman candidates was elected, 

Table 5.
Distribution of Land Ownership by Gender, 2006

Geopolitical Zone Woman Man

South–South 10.9 28.3
South–East 10.6 38.1
South–West 5.9 22.5
North–Central 7.9 41.2
North–East 4.0 52.2
North–West 4.7 50.1

Source:  Fatile et al. (2011, p. 115); British Council (2009).

Table 6.
Participation in Elections by Gender in April 2011

Office Contested Woman Candidates Man Candidates Total

President 1 (0) 19 (1) 20
Vice President 3 (0) 17 (1) 20
Governor 13 (0) 340 (36) 353
Deputy Governor 58 (1) 289 (35) 347
House of Reps 220 (19) 2,188 (341) 2,408
Senatorial 90 (7) 800 (102) 890

Source:  Salihu (2011); British Council (2012).
Note:  Figures in brackets refer to number elected.
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Table 7.
Share of Women in National Parliaments, as Percentage of Total  

in Selected African and Latin American Countries

Country Women in Parliament (Percentage) Rank

Argentina 35 10
Brazil 8.6 121
Cameroon 8.9 120
Chile 15 74
Democratic Republic of Congo 12 92
El_Salvador 16.7 65
Ethiopia 21.9 38
Ghana 10.9 103
Kenya 7.3 128
Mexico 25.8 26
Nigeria 6.4 135
South Africa 32.8 15
Venezuela 18 56

Source:  UNDP (2006).

compared to one in every seven men. Some of the smaller political parties 
in Nigeria are said to have a better record than the larger parties with 
regard to gender equity (British Council, 2012). The constitutions of most 
parties commit them to gender affirmative action, but few have met the 
35 percent target (Mahdi, 2011). Much of the detailed work on the factors 
influencing women’s participation during the Fourth Republic is found in 
work by Oladeye (2011), Salihu (2011), Irabor (2011), WRAPA (2004), 
and Ityavyar and Ityavyar (2002).

It can be observed from Table 7 that Nigeria ranks 135 out of 154 
countries. The table shows that only 6.4 percent of members of national 
parliament are women. It is therefore obvious that gender inequality in 
parliamentary membership is higher in Nigeria when compared with most 
other African and Latin American countries.

Regional Inequality

The Nigerian federation is divided into six geo-political zones. These zones 
exhibit differentials in inequality reduction over the years. The problem of 
inequality in these zones can be traced to British colonial policies which 
laid the foundation for North–South regional divisions in infrastructure, 
religion, educational systems, gender norms, and a variety of other fac-
tors. Geographic differences have also played a role in the divide. An 
arid climate and proximity to the Sahara Desert renders the North more 
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vulnerable to the effects of climate change, while the oil industry in the 
Niger Delta produces environmental degradation e-damage in the South 
(British Council, 2009).

Although the data are not directly comparable across the years owing 
to differences in the way they were collected, they indicate the presence 
of a consistent North–South divide. The proportion of people living in 
poverty in the North–Central region rose from 32 percent in 1980 to  
67 percent in 2004 (Soludo, 2007). The North–Central region’s infant 
and child mortality rates (respectively, 103 and 165 deaths per 1,000 live 
births), while noticeably lower than those in other northern areas, still 
greatly exceed the rates in the South–East and South–West (Table 8). 
The same is true of the percentage of children under age of 5 years who 
are physically stunted. Similarly, the percentage of children aged 12–23 
years who are fully vaccinated in the North–Central region (12 percent), 
while twice that in the North–East and more than twice that in the North–
West, is less than half the percentage noted for either the South–East 
or South–West. On the other hand, the North–Central region has a far 
greater percentage of women who are overweight (i.e., those with a body 
mass index (BMI) greater than or equal to 25) than the other northern 
regions (23 percent as compared to 14 percent in the North–East and  
15 percent in the North–West). While not the health concern most typical 
of individuals in developing countries, a BMI of or exceeding 25 could 
indicate an increased risk of heart disease, diabetes, and other health 
problems (Measure DHS, 2004).

The living standard survey conducted by the NBS for the year 2010 
shows that poverty has been on the increase while standard of living  
has continued to fall. In a report released last February, the agency  
found that absolute poverty in the country increased from 54.4 percent 

Table 8.
Poverty Levels in Nigeria between 1980 and 2010 by Regions

Geopolitical Zone 1980 1985 1992 1996 2004 2010

South–South 13.2 45.7 40.8 58.2 35.1 63.8
South–East 12.9 30.4 41.0 53.5 26.7 67.0
South–West 13.4 38.6 43.1 60.9 43.0 59.1
North–Central 32.2 50.8 46.0 64.7 67.0 67.5
North–East 35.6 54.9 70.1 72.2 71.2 77.7
North–West 37.7 52.1 36.5 77.2 71.2 77.7

Source: National Consumer Survey (1980, 1985, 1992, 1996, 2004); also NBS (2005, pp. 22–24) 
and NBS (2011).
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in 2004 to 60.9 percent in 2010 (or 99,284,512 Nigerians). The report 
said the North–West and North–East zones of the country recorded the 
highest poverty rates with 70 and 69 percent, respectively, in 2010 while 
the South–West recorded the lowest at 49.8 percent. By NBS’s estima-
tion, 61.2 percent of Nigerians were living below $1 per day, and most of 
these people are to be found in the North. The report said poverty and 
inequality in income distribution has been on a steady increase in the 
country since 2003. But by 2011, the situation had gone worse.

Strategies for Managing Inequality in Nigeria

Strategies for managing economic, gender, and regional inequality in 
Nigeria revolve mainly around development plans, social protection 
policies adopted by different regimes, the federal character principle, and 
fiscal federalism. Although development planning as a strategy for foster-
ing development and ameliorating inequality began in Nigeria during the 
colonial period, the first National Development Plan was launched in June 
1962. It was meant to cover a period of six years, 1962–1968. The major 
focus of the plan was public sector investment in the areas of electricity 
supply, transportation, industry, trade, education, and primary produc-
tion. It was expected that the implementation of this plan would help 
stimulate development in different parts of Nigeria and reduce inequality. 
The outbreak of the civil war in 1967 interrupted the proper implementa-
tion of the plan. After the civil war, the second National Development 
Plan (1970–1974) was launched. The major focus of the plan was the 
reconstruction of war devastated areas and the promotion of economic 
and social development in Nigeria. The objectives of the plan were ensur-
ing: a united, strong and self-reliant nation, a great and dynamic economy, 
a just and egalitarian society, a land of bright and full opportunities for 
all citizens, and a democratic society. The implementation of this plan 
was characterized by wasteful spending of government’s revenue. It was 
also characterized by the neglect of the agricultural sector as a result of 
the oil boom in the international market and increased revenue for the 
Nigerian government. At the end of the plan period, agriculture recorded 
a negative growth rate of about 0.06 percent (Okigbo, 1983). The Third 
National Development Plan (1975–1980), was made after extensive con-
sultation with the private sector of the economy through the National 
Economic Advisory Council created in 1972. The huge investment 
expenditure proposed in the plan was 10 times the size of the Second 
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National development Plan (Okigbo, 1983). The seven cardinal objectives 
of the plan were increase per capita income, ensure more even distribu-
tion of income, reduction in the level of unemployment, increase in the 
supply of high level manpower, diversification of the economy, ensuring 
balanced development, and indigenization of economic activities. The 
overall strategy of the plan was to utilize the resources from oil to develop 
the productive capacity of the economy and thus permanently improve  
the quality of lives of Nigerians. In spite of the laudable objectives of the 
plan, its implementation was a failure.

The Fourth National Development Plan (1981–1985) was intended to 
facilitate the process of establishing a solid base for the long-term eco-
nomic and social development of Nigeria. Emphasis was placed on key 
sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, education, manpower devel-
opment, and infrastructure. The projected capital expenditure was about 
82 billion naira (Okigbo, 1987). The following were the specific objec-
tives of the plan: increase the real income of the average citizen, ensure 
more even distribution of income among individuals and socioeconomic 
groups, reduce the level of employment and underemployment, increase 
the supply of skilled manpower, reduce the dependence of the economy 
on a narrow range of activities, ensure balanced development—that is, 
the achievement of a balance in the development of different sectors of 
the economy and various geographical areas of the country, increased 
participation by citizens in the ownership and management of productive 
enterprises, greater self-reliance, that is, increased dependence on local 
resources in seeking to achieve the various objectives of society. This 
also implied greater efforts to achieve optimum utilization of Nigeria’s 
human and material resources, development of technology, increased 
productivity, the promotion of a new national orientation conducive to 
greater discipline, better attitude to work, and cleaner environment. The 
performance of the Nigerian economy during the implementation of the 
fourth plan was generally poor. This was basically because of the fall in 
the price of crude oil in the international market and high degree of cor-
ruption during the second republic. The poor performance of the fourth 
development plan necessitated the preparation of the fifth development 
plan. The exercise started with a conference organized by the Nigerian 
Institute of Social and Economic Research and the Federal Ministry 
of National Planning to discuss the strategies for the fifth plan. Based 
on the recommendations of this conference, the guidelines for the plan 
were formulated. The fifth national development plan was postponed 
until 1988–1992.
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The fifth plan’s objectives focused on promoting the Structural 
Adjustment Program (SAP). The focus were to devalue the naira, 
remove import licenses, reduce tariffs, open the economy to foreign 
trade, promote non-oil exports through incentives, and achieve national 
self-sufficiency in food production. The drafters of the fifth plan sought 
to improve labor productivity through incentives, privatization of many 
public enterprises, and various government measures to create employ-
ment opportunities. In late 1989, the administration of General Ibrahim 
Babangida abandoned the concept of a fixed five-year plan. Instead, a 
three-year “rolling plan” was introduced for 1990–1992 in the context 
of more comprehensive 15- to 20-year plans. A rolling plan, considered 
more suitable for an economy facing uncertainty and rapid change, is 
revised at the end of each year, at which point estimates, targets, and 
projects are added for an additional year. Thus, planners would revise 
the 1990–1992 three-year rolling plan at the end of 1990, issuing a new 
plan for 1991–1993. In effect, a plan is renewed at the end of each year, 
but the number of years remains the same as the plan rolls forward. In 
Nigeria, the objectives of the rolling plan were to reduce inflation and 
exchange rate instability, maintain infrastructure, achieve agricultural 
self-sufficiency, and reduce the burden of structural adjustment on the 
most vulnerable social groups (Dike, 2008). Generally, development plans 
in Nigeria failed to achieve the desired objectives mainly as a result of 
poor implementation.

In addition to development plans several social protection policies 
have been introduced to help alleviate inequality in Nigeria. Over the 
years, the government and non-governmental institutions have tried 
designing and implementing programs aimed at providing the citizens 
with assistance in the areas of job creation, housing, social security, and 
health insurance (Morgan & Yablonski, 2011). The emphasis on social 
protection by scholars and international agencies has influenced the deci-
sion of the Nigerian government to include social protection in the vision 
20: 2020 program. The Vision 20: 2020 objective for social protection is 
to “increase productivity and income, reduce poverty and vulnerability 
by diminishing people’s exposure to risk and enhancing their capacity to 
protect themselves against hazards and loss of income.” Specifically, it 
calls on social protection to contribute to reducing the poverty rate from 
65 to 50 percent by 2013. An estimated N186 billion (about $1.16 million)  
of social protection expenditure is proposed over the plan period  
(2010–2013), although it is not clear how this will be allocated within 
social protection or how these resources will be generated. The plan 
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suggests that process issues will be addressed (harmonizing provision, 
improving coordination and data management, etc.) alongside expansion 
of social protection provision to the informal sector; particularly, through  
the National Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS) and social transfers to the 
most vulnerable groups (Hagen-Zanker & Holmes, 2012).

The major objectives of social protection policies in Nigeria include 
assisting people who are poor to get out of poverty; providing income 
support to the poorest, especially the sick, and retirees; increase enrolment 
and attendance rates of students in public schools; address short-term 
employment needs by developing skills and competencies, and reduction 
of damages to properties arising from natural and manmade disasters. 
Major social protection schemes pursued by the Nigerian government 
over the years include NHIS, National Pension Schemes, The Universal 
Basic Education Program, conditional cash transfers, fuel subsidy reform 
palliative measures, and National Poverty Eradication Program. Others 
are River Basin Development Authorities, the Agricultural Development 
Program, Agricultural Credit Guarantee Scheme, Rural Electrification 
Scheme, Operation Feed the Nation, Green Revolution, Better Life 
Program, Family Support Program, the Family Economic Advancement 
Program.

Federal Character Principle

The federal character principle was introduced as a strategy for reducing 
regional inequality and promoting inclusiveness in the management of 
the political affairs of federation. The federal character principle was first 
introduced statutorily in the 1979 constitution of the Federal Republic 
of Nigeria. According to section 14(3) and (4) of this constitution, the 
Federal Character principle stipulates that:

The composition of the Government of the federation or any of its agencies, 
shall be carried out in such a manner as to reflect the federal character of 
Nigeria and the need to promote national loyalty, thereby ensuring that there 
shall be no predominance of persons from a few states or from a few ethnic or 
other sectional groups in that government or any of its agencies.

These constitutional provisions were, respectively, repeated in the 1989 
and 1999 Constitutions. In order to ensure proper implementation of 
the federal character principle, a Federal Character Commission (FCC) 
was established, to “monitor and enforce Federal Character application 
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and proportional representation.” By the time the FCC was established 
by Decree No. 34 of 1996, its powers, including the powers (Section 4, 
Subsection 1c) to prosecute heads of ministries and parastatals for fail-
ing to carry out its instructions, were enormous. And the scope of its 
operations had been extended beyond governmental bureaucracies, to 
address the inequalities in social services and infrastructural develop-
ment, along with the inequalities in the private sector. It also had powers:  
(a) to work out a formula for the redistribution of jobs and (b) to establish, 
by administrative fiat, the principle of proportionality within the Federal 
Civil Service (FCC, 1996).

Critics of federal character have, however, observed that the “policy 
suffers from a faulty philosophical premise. It is a policy that was sup-
posed to have been designed for the benefit of the underprivileged. But 
it was designed for the benefit of the ruling class in the Nigerian context, 
resulting in the further disempowerment of the powerless.” Consequently, 
it resulted in “geometric diffusion of mediocrity, public service inepti-
tude, and manifest decline in public morale (Suberu, 2001, p. 11). Thus, 
the policy has failed, largely, to integrate the society as it merely pro-
moted ethnic and sectional consciousness rather than reduce inequality  
(Ojo, 2009, p. 167).

Intergovernmental Fiscal Relations

The search for an effective strategy for harnessing and sharing resources 
in Nigeria has been one of the major problems in the country. Over the 
years different commissions and committees have recommended various 
revenue sharing formulas. Currently, revenue in the federation account 
is distributed in the following proportions: 48.50 percent to the Federal 
Government, 26.72 percent to the states, 20.60 percent to the local gov-
ernment councils, and 4.18 percent to centrally control special funds. The 
federation account revenues devolved to the sub-national governments are 
shared among the states and localities on the basis of the following indices 
and percentage weights: equal shares to each state or locality at 40 percent; 
population at 30 percent; social development needs at 10 percent; land 
mass and terrain at 10 percent and internal revenue generation efforts at 
10 percent. Two major issues that remained contentious are the weighting 
of the derivation principle and lack of transparency and accountability in 
the administration of the federation account (Iledare & Suberu, 2011).

The 1999 Constitution of the Federal republic of Nigeria also stipulated 
that at least 13 percent of the revenue allocated to state governments 
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should be on the basis of derivation. Despite the entrenchment of the 
minimum 13 percent derivation rule in the 1999 Constitution, intensive 
agitation for the expansion of the rule to between 25 and 50 percent 
persists in the Niger Delta states. Yet the distribution of gross revenue 
allocation shows that the nine oil producing states in Nigeria: Akwa-
Ibom, Bayelsa, Delta, Rivers, Edo, Imo, Ondo, Cross Rivers, and Abia 
received over 50 percent of the total revenue transfers to the states in 
2008 even though they accounted for only 22.3 percent of the population 
(Adenikinju, 2012; Iledare & Suberu, 2011).

It is important to note that the pattern of intergovernmental fiscal 
relations in Nigeria has been inducing inequality in Nigeria instead of 
reducing it. For example, Okoh and Egbon (1999, pp. 405–420) argued 
that the nature of fiscal federalism and revenue allocation in Nigeria 
intensifies poverty in some parts of the country such as the Niger Delta.

Reasons for the Failure of Federal Politics to Alleviate  
Inequality in Nigeria

Several reasons can be identified for the persistence of inequality in 
Nigeria in spite of several policies and strategies identified by the federal 
government. The following are some of them:

1. Public Spending Pattern/Cost of Governance
 The public spending habit of the Nigerian government is one of the 

factors that perpetuate inequality in Nigeria. That is why Sahara 
Reporters (2012) asserted that reading Nigeria’s budget is nothing 
different from reading a book containing the sharing formula for 
politicians and political office holders. It costs Nigerians about N1.3 
trillion ($8.3 billion) to pay the salaries and allowances of political 
office holders. As a way of understanding this sum, N1.147 trillion 
($7.4 billion) was ear marked for capital projects in 2012. Of this 
sum, just about half was truly spent which translates to the fact that, 
for every dollar the Nigerian government spends in developing 
capital infrastructure, two dollars are committed to paying the sala-
ries of public office holders. In 2009, Nigerian legislators received 
a total of N102.8 billion ($663.2 million) comprising “just” N11.8 
billion ($76.1million) as salaries and a whopping N90.96 billion 
($586.8 million) as allowances. The import of this gross disparity 
between salaries and allowances allows for just about 11 percent 
of their take home to be taxed. Sourced figures indicate that the 
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Nigeria Senate President has a total annual package amounting to 
N560 million ($3.6 million) compared to Barak Obama’s $400,000 
(N62 million) as the President of the United States. Note that of 
Obama’s pay, $350,000 (almost 90 percent) of that amount is taxed 
while just about 11 percent of Nigeria’s senate president’s pay is 
taxed (Sahara Reporters, 2012).

2. Challenges Associated with Social Protection Interventions
 The scale of most social protection programs in Nigeria is extremely 

small when compared with the number of people who require such 
policy interventions. This is reflected in the small scale of programs 
run by government and development partners (international agen-
cies and NGOs), which cover between a few hundred households 
and a few thousand. In other words, social protection programs 
reach only a small fraction of the poor. For example, the cash 
transfer program In Care of the People (COPE) has reached just 
0.001 percent of poor households (Dijkstra, 2011). In Jigawa State, 
for example, a state with 4 million people and a poverty rate of 
90 percent, only 850 households are beneficiaries of the program 
(Holmes et al., 2012).

3. Lack of Political Commitment
 Strong political will has been identified as a requirement for the 

success of social policies (Giovannetti et al., 2011). In Nigeria, 
frequent policy changes and inconsistent implementation turn out 
to prevent continuous progress. Severe budgetary and governance 
problems have also contributed to the full implementation of the 
programs. This has often resulted in partial implementation or 
abandonment of social programs (Umukoro, 2013).

4. Non-involvement of Beneficiaries in the Design of Social Programs
 A crucial aspect of transformative social policy is state-community 

partnership in setting the social policy agenda (Adesina, 2012). In 
Nigeria, lack of involvement of beneficiaries in the formulation 
and implementation of social programs had resulted in the failure 
of policies that would have transformed the lives of people from 
quantity to quality.

5. Corruption and Mediocrity
 The manifestations and problems associated with corruption in Nigeria 

have various dimensions. Among these are project substitution, mis-
representation of project finances, diversion of resources, conversion  
of public funds to private uses, etc. (Okoye & Onyukwu, 2007).  
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In some cases, lack of accountability and transparency made social 
programs to serve as conduit for draining national resources. 
Commenting on the problem in Nigeria, Van Zeijl (2013) espoused 
the view that the problem in Nigeria is not just corruption but “the 
widespread celebration of mediocrity.”

6. Indigene–Settler Issue
 There is a deep attachment of Nigerians to their states of origin, 

regardless of whether or not they are residing there. Indigeneity 
is simply a discriminatory concept employed in the Nigerian state 
to distinguish between the indigenes or natives of a state or local-
ity and those who are referred to as non-indigenes or settlers. It is 
also used to confer special privileges which are beyond the reach of 
non-natives on the natives (Femi, 2004). The practice of indigene-
ity is contrary to the provisions of section 42 (1), (2) and (3) of the 
1999 Constitution which provides that:

   A citizen of Nigeria of a particular community, ethnic group, place 
of origin, sex, religion, or political opinion shall not by reason only 
that he is such a person:
•	 	Be	subjected	either	expressly	by,	or	in	the	practical	application	

of any law in force in Nigeria or any executive or administra-
tive action of the government, to disabilities or restrictions to 
which citizens of Nigeria of other communities, ethnic groups, 
places of origin, sex, religion, or political opinions are not made 
subject.

•	 	Be	accorded	either	expressly	by,	or	 in	 the	practical	applica-
tion of any law in force in Nigeria or any such executive or 
administrative action or any privilege or advantage that is not 
accorded to citizens of Nigeria of other communities, ethnic 
groups, places of origin, sex, religion, or political opinions.

•	 	No	 citizen	 of	 Nigeria	 shall	 be	 subjected	 to	 any	 disability	 
or deprivation merely by reason of the circumstance of  
his birth.

In spite of the above constitutional provisions, the Nigerian con-
stitution also classified Nigerians into three categories namely, 
indigenes, non-indigenes, and those citizens who are unable to 
prove that they belong to a community indigenous to any state 
in Nigeria as well as women married to men from other states 
than their own (IDEAS, 2000). The implication of this form  
of categorization has been identified by IDEAS (2000) following  
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a nationwide survey. It observed that “such a multiple system of  
citizenship inevitably engenders discrimination in jobs, land 
purchase, housing, admission to educational institutions, mar-
riage, business transactions and the distribution of social welfare 
service,” (Ojo, 2009, p. 168). In Nigeria, to be employed outside, 
one’s ethnic base at state government level means in practice that 
such a person is a “non-indigene.” In most cases, employment 
into the public service of a state or enjoying other benefits such as 
scholarship requires the provision of a letter of identification that 
the individual is from a particular ethnic group or local govern-
ment. This often prevents many Nigerians from benefiting from 
policies that can improve their livelihood. Commenting on this 
anomaly, Osaghae (1990, p. 594) posits that “any federation which 
continues to operate according to the dual federal model in such 
a way that citizens are not treated equally is underdeveloped.” 
In some parts of Nigeria, the indigene–settler classification of the 
citizens and the concomitant inequality associated with it fuels 
ethnic hostilities and recurrent bloodshed. Human Rights Watch 
(2006, p. 2) has observed, discriminatory policies have “served to 
aggravate inter-communal tensions that are dangerously volatile in 
and of themselves ... while high ranking federal officials including 
(former) President Olusegun Obasanjo have publicly denounced 
the growing negative impact of Nigeria’s indigene/settler divide, 
federal government policies have served to reinforce and legitimize 
its consequences.” As a growing number of Nigerians migrate to 
and reside in localities outside their states of origin, in pursuit of 
economic and educational opportunities, increasing numbers no 
longer live within the local government areas where they would 
technically be considered indigenes.

7. Leadership Problem
Although other factors are important to the success of federalism, 
the quality of leadership is important to successful governance 
(Elaigwu, 1991, p. 127). That is why after a careful observation  
of the problems in Nigeria, Achebe (1983) argued that bad lead-
ership is the problem militating against development in Nigeria. 
The link between bad leadership and the poor performance of 
federalism in Nigeria can be inferred from the view of espoused 
by Aiyede (2009, p. 362) that “federalism adopted as a means of 
allaying the fears of domination and ensuring balanced representa-
tion in Nigeria’s divided society has been converted into a formula 
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for distributing political offices as political booty, for sharing the 
national cake.”

Reactions of Citizens to the Challenges of Inequality  
across Different Regions of Nigeria

The persistence of inequality in Nigeria has elicited different reactions 
from Nigerians in different zones of the country. According to Kirk-
Greene (1971, p. 5), “the Nigerian tragedy has been bedeviled by a set of 
oppositions: generalized, stereotyped, not necessarily of the same order 
and may be imaginary, yet each widening the wound and reducing the 
hopes of healing it; North vs. South, Islam vs. Christianity, alleged feu-
dalism vs. assumed socialism, federal vs. unitary preferences, traditional 
authority vs. achieved elitism, haves vs. have-nots, each with sinister 
undertones of tension, irreconcilability and threatened withdrawal.” 
For example, the southern part of Nigeria witnessed the struggle for 
resource control, militancy, and violent conflicts. More recently, Boko 
Haram attacks in Northern Nigeria has become a deadly outcome of the 
unresolved contradictions in the Nigerian state. According to Danjibo 
(2010), Boko Haram is the product of the “Maitatsine” doctrine or a 
brand of Islamic zealots and fundamentalists introduced to Northern 
Nigeria in 1945, and he argues that the Maitatsine or Boko Haram riots 
of 1980 and 2009 were linked to the failure of governance in Nigeria.” 
Boko Haram, which was largely unknown when it emerged in 2002 in 
Maiduguri, a remote city in north eastern Nigeria, bordering Cameroon, 
surged to pre-eminence in 2009 through some remarkable but deadly 
chain of events that occurred in Maiduguri. In a context of mass pov-
erty, unemployment and inadequate law enforcement, Boko Haram has 
gained support by playing on people’s frustrations and using religion to 
further its ends. Northern Nigeria is generally poorer than the rest of 
the country and residents complain of corruption, inequality, and the 
government’s failure to address problems. Muslims have also accused 
predominantly Christian southerners of monopolizing oil revenues and 
government posts (Danjibo, 2009, p. 3; Ibeanu, 1999, p. 172; ICG, 2010, 
p. 10; Meredith, 2005, p. 586; Mustapha, 2007, p. 5; The Economist,  
27 August 2011). A quantitative assessment of the impact of Boko Haram 
atrocities in Nigeria between 2009 and February 2012 often does not 
reflect the true humanitarian, socioeconomic, and environmental cost 
to communities. The lack of an empirical study and a central database 
has resulted in various estimates and projections. Modest estimates by 
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Human Rights Watch (2012), for example, put the total deaths at 935 in 
some 164 attacks. The report also estimates that 550 people were killed 
in 115 Boko Haram attacks in 2011 alone, while (Amnesty International, 
2012) estimates that, “in 2011, at least 500 people were killed in attacks 
by Boko Haram, often targeting police officers and government officials.” 
Such quantitative assessment reflects the plight of the thousands of people 
that have been displaced, forced orphaned, and widowed caused by the 
deadly attacks. It also reflects the negative impacts the threat that Boko 
Haram activities pose to the economy, unity, and territorial integrity of 
Nigeria, Africa, and the world at large (Bamidele, 2012).

Conclusion and Recommendations

The practice of democracy in Nigeria has not succeeded in ameliorating 
various forms of inequality in the country. Statistical evidence on Nigeria 
shows that the number of those in poverty has continued to increase. 
For example, the number of those in poverty increased from 27 percent 
in 1980 to 46 percent in 1985; it declined slightly to 42 percent in 1992, 
and increased very sharply to 67 percent in 1996. By 1999, estimates had 
it that more than 70 percent of Nigerians lived in poverty (Ogwumike, 
2011). Although Nigeria is experiencing growth, it can be described as 
immiserizing growth. This is because economic growth has not contributed 
to improvements in widespread inequality.

Democratic rule has failed to reduce inequality successfully because 
the contributing factors to the persistence of inequality in Nigeria have 
not been addressed. These factors include lack of political will and the 
administrative incompetence demonstrated by the federal government, 
application of the federal character principle, and inadequate social 
protection arrangements.
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