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                                                                          Abstract 

This paper attempts a study of the Fourth Republic in Nigeria under President 
Olusegun Obasanjo from 1999-2007.  The objective is to provide a portrait of the 
motivations and activities of Olusegun Obasanjo as the president of Nigeria following 
the transition from military rule and his own background as a general, war hero and 
former military head of state of the country after which he was incarcerated and 
sentenced to death for plotting to overthrow the late former head of state, General 
Sani Abacha. The paper is a study in the transition from prisoner to President of 
Africa’s most populous country and how he went about the process of governing 
Nigeria as a democratic president. This paper builds on the background that 
President Obasanjo was intellectually astute and at grips with the challenges that 
confronted Nigeria as a newly democratizing country and the development 
challenges that the country faced in all sectors. In these circumstances Olusegun 
Obasanjo was aware of both the factors that were important and needed to be done 
both on the local and international scene to propel Nigeria to the next level of 
development. The focus of the paper is to analyse the extent to which President 
Obasanjo’s knowledge of Nigeria’s development challenges was utilized in propelling 
the country forward, or whether his imperial all-knowing style of leadership, and 
interference with the democratic process limited Nigeria’s political development. The 
paper will also assess whether, the president frenetic international schedule in 
addition to his domineering leadership style affected the nature of his limited 
achievements in Nigeria. 
 

Introduction 

When Olusegun Obasanjo emerged as president in 1999, there was optimism among many Nigerians 

that he was one man, who had the ability to deliver on promises made. His campaign slogan of “he 

did it before and he will do it again” won many Nigerians. They, therefore, looked forward to 

President Obasanjo to keep faith with them. Though, Olusegun Obasanjo as Nigeria’s second 

executive president attempted to do just that, a number of factors, despite the well-meaning 

disposition of the president militated against the realization of his own as well as the objectives held 

by many Nigerians to be of paramount necessity to national development. This paper’s focus is to 
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provide a portrait of the motivations and activities of Olusegun Obasanjo as the president of Nigeria. 

It is a study of the presidential style of Olusegun Obasanjo, who transited from prisoner to president 

of Africa’s most populous country and how he went about the process of governing Nigeria as a 

democratic president.  

 

Rationale for Obasanjo’s Activities 

President Obasanjo was intellectually astute and at grips with the difficulties confronting Nigeria as a 

newly democratizing and development challenged country in all sectors. He had clearly pointed out 

these tasks in his first inaugural address in 1999 by highlighting the poor state of his inheritance 

thus: “Our infrastructures – NEPA, NITEL, Roads, Railway, Education, Housing and other Social 

Services – were allowed to decay and collapse. Our country has thus been through one of its darkest 

periods”.1 Olusegun Obasanjo, therefore, held no illusions of what was important and needed to be 

done to propel Nigeria to the next level of development. Having led Nigeria twenty years earlier as a 

dictator, before his election in 1999, President Obasanjo was at home with the factors that were 

affecting the inability to accelerate the conditions necessary for progress and more meaningful 

development for the teeming national population. In the years in which he had left the army and 

power, Obasanjo had participated in a series of activities at the local and international levels, 

establishing non-governmental organisations, researching and writing and becoming a fellow of the 

University of Ibadan. Though an ex-military man of distinction; the thinking of promoters of 

Obasanjo candidacy could have been that the sum of activities he had undertaken after 1979 when 

he left the military would have civilianized him from being a militocrat to a democrat. In action as a 

civilian leader, however, based on assessment of his conduct, it would appear that President 

Obasanjo’s background as general, war hero, and former military head of state was a major factor in 

the manner of his handling of administrative duties from 1999-2009. Attahiru M. Jega 

characterization of Obasanjo that: “President Obasanjo was the exemplary ‘militician’, a retired 

general, very brash, uncouth, canny and devious, very insensitive and unresponsive to popular needs 

and aspirations” illustrates this point.2 
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As such, Obasanjo’s military background and disposition was felt in his cabinet and permeated the 

executive branch of the Fourth Republic. Again, it is highly probable that having been convicted and 

sent to prison; and then to witness a swift transition from prison life to the presidency might have 

imbued President Obasanjo with a “messianic vision and mission”.3 The messianic disposition of the 

president was further affected by an all-knowing tendency which The Tribune alleged became 

characteristic of the president. In an editorial titled “Saving Obasanjo from himself”, The Tribune 

presented a portrait of the president as all-knowing and all-powerful, and how these traits formed 

the fulcrum of his actions and constituted the guiding logic behind his activities as president. The 

Tribune averred that:  

 

Only the President knows best”. The above, more or less, sums up the regrettable 

situation under which the Nigerian state and its people have been forced to live in 

the last two years, particularly in the last twenty-months. The image of an infallible 

president, a pretender to the Pope-status, a be-all and end-all leader, has haunted 

Nigeria with frightening consequences.4 

 

That President Olusegun Obasanjo wanted Nigerians to know that he was in charge was never in 

doubt. Many Nigerians were aware of the process that had brought him up as the candidate of the 

Peoples Democratic Party whereby a select clique of the Nigerian elite had felt that he was the man 

to lead the country in the Fourth Republic.5 The thinking was that Obasanjo – in addition to his other 

virtues i.e. his undoubted status as a Nigerian nationalist, his rejection of ethnicity and objective of 

upholding the credo of one Nigeria, and his proven administrative and leadership acumen – would 

be malleable and grateful for the opportunity of the presidency and therefore easy to control. This 

feeling is captured by R.L. Sklar, E. Onwudiwe and D. Kew: 

 

When President Obasanjo entered office in 1999, he wielded political influence, 

particularly within the military, but he was by no means a “godfather” himself. The 

Big Men of the ascendant Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) – itself largely an alliance 
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of convenience among these powerful individuals – had, in fact, chosen Obasanjo on 

the faulty assumption that they could control him. Consequently, he arrived in office 

constrained within the webs of their various networks. Over the past seven years, 

however, he has gradually gained ground against the godfathers, using the powers 

of the presidency to build alliances with some and to undermine others, most 

notably Vice-President Atiku Abubakar. 6 

 

Some of the president’s actions therefore had their link to this rationale of letting it be known that 

even though he had been helped to power, he was his own man. 

 

Concerning the management of the economy, Obasanjo as a civilian president was very much at 

home with liberal economic theory, what he referred to as the non-Marxist paradigm to economic 

development which he kept thinking about during his twenty-years absence from power.7 The 

Economist had reported upon President Obasanjo’s assumption of office in 1999 that: 

 

On the economy, too, Mr. Obasanjo has made a reasonable start. He claims to have 

abandoned the statist philosophy he espoused in the 1970s, and to have embraced 

the market. He has relaxed exchange controls and promised to privatise, deregulate 

and fight corruption… The new president professes to have embraced market 

economies, but he does not seem to have conquered his statist instinct entirely. 8 

 

The president it could be perceived believed that capitalism by way of liberal economic theory of 

state divestment from economic production was the way to grow the economy and bring faster 

growth and development to Nigeria. The challenge which confronted Obasanjo in trying to forge 

ahead with the economy was that having understood the role and importance of the market 

economy; his former statist background conflicted with it. Thus regarding national economic issues 

such as power generation, refineries, road infrastructure and the steel industry bore the brunt of 

this conflict that the president and his economic management team were unable to resolve. The 

president presumably was caught between the debate of whether it should be the state or the 

private sector that should be the driver of economic growth. This question was easily answered for 
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the telecommunications, aviation and other manufacturing concerns such as the cement industry 

where private investors could easily take over as government divested. However, in areas where the 

private sector was slow or reluctant to intervene, matters were left to stagnate i.e. in power 

generation, steel production, road and rail infrastructure and refineries. Obasanjo’s inability to 

address this account for his government’s reluctance to strategically allocate state resources and his 

own personal time to solving what should have been considered national emergencies. 

 

In his relation with Nigerians, the logic underpinning the relationship drew from perceptions of 

himself as a man called out to achieve great things for his fellow countrymen.  That President 

Obasanjo was imbued with a high level of patriotism was never in doubt. His writings and utterances 

attested to this fact: 

 

Not too long ago, I challenged you to think beyond the ordinary, the expected and 

the self, I still put that challenge that I have invested the totality of my life in what I 

may call “Enterprise Nigeria” and if it means that in the process of repositioning our 

dear country for sustainable greatness, what is dearest to me would have to be 

sacrificed, I will in good conscience, not hesitate to do so. And if that will enhance 

Nigeria’s development, it is a sacrifice that I will be glad to make, I have reached a 

stage in life that I have passed the state of being intimidated or being flattered.9  

 

However, while Obasanjo had much believe in Nigeria’s aspiration to greatness, he was equally, a 

man who was bent on cultivating a cult followership, presenting himself as the alpha ruler of Nigeria, 

a man without whom Nigeria would be led astray. It was likely this posture that encouraged his inner 

clique to expend a high degree of energy and resources to lobby and campaign for a third term for 

him. While a leader like Deng Xiaoping of China did away with the cult of leadership in the 1980s and 

early 1990s, Obasanjo or his supporters tried to work towards building one. In China it was said that: 

“Deng initiated China’s system of regular political succession”.10 In Nigeria, had the quest for a third 

term in office succeeded, regular transitions, the hallmark of electoral democracies would have 

witnessed a setback. Also, because of his alpha image, Obasanjo did not attempt to reach out to the 
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professional and intellectual elite to join hands with him to develop the country, in whatever little or 

big way they could; only his immediate circle of party leaders and cabinet were targeted. Otherwise, 

it was an imperial all-knowing leadership style, tampered only by democracy’s constraining strictures 

that limited the tendency towards the total domination of Nigeria by the president. 

 

President Obasanjo in Action 

 

…until I met Chief Obasanjo, I never believed that any other person spends more 

hours on work per day than me! While I work for an average of 18 hours a day, Chief 

Obasanjo spends average of 22 hours per day! He sleeps at about 2.am and wakes 

up between 3.30 and 4.00am everyday. And he does not observe siesta.11  

 

In action, President Olusegun Obasanjo was very much in charge of his administration. He left no 

one in doubt that power revolved around him and the country never doubted this too. Unlike 

President Shehu Shagari who upon coming to power in 1979 never knew how he was going to 

handle the military, Obasanjo had no such illusions. He determinedly set out to purge the military of 

officers who had held political appointments in past military regimes. With the objective of 

preventing future military intervention in Nigerian politics, he “subdued the military” by retiring 

“More than 100 officers with links to the old regime”.12  

 

Although Obasanjo was a workaholic president, the manner in which he channeled his tremendous 

energy for a man of his age was sometimes counterproductive. That everything of importance had to 

end on the president’s table constrained the ability of able, and equally less able ministers to act 

quickly and take decisions on their own. The Economist noted that: 

 

All decisions drift up to the president, who works long hours with queues of people, 

from ministers to old friends, sitting outside his office waiting for a meeting. There 

seems to be few ministers who are capable of taking on a challenge of their own.13  
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This apparent lack of delegation as a result did not empower and stifled efforts by subordinates to 

direct affairs independently of the presidency. In this regard, only pet projects and ministers who 

had the president’s ear could command attention from the ministerial multitudes and league of 

presidential aides. Among such issues that commanded the president attention were the subjects of 

Nigeria’s international relations and debt relief. 

 

The unbridled pursuit of debt forgiveness was tied to the whole framework of pursuit of 

international glory for self and country. In pursuit of this, the president never reflected or conceived 

the idea that Nigerians could well work their way out of debt and poverty. Limited, as the currency 

of this idea was, with oil at $10 per barrel when he took over in 1999, it might have been attempted, 

it, however, became unlikely that this approach was going to be given traction by President 

Obasanjo once the price of Nigeria’s main foreign exchange earner moved upwards in the region of 

$50-$100 per barrel.14 With oil multiplying in value, the rapidly increased state revenue affected how 

Obasanjo thought about the nation’s resources. It meant he had money and did not need to work 

for it to execute prestige projects at home and abroad i.e. working towards a debt-swap or debt-buy 

back. The case was that Nigeria paid back her debt not through any work done, but, first, simply 

because the price of oil increased, and second, because the president pursuit of this objective, 

meant time was invested in its realization rather than in promoting the cumulative national 

productive capacity of millions of Nigerians. As such, wiping off Nigeria’s debt through parting with 

$18 billion should be considered as a rather high price that the presidency foisted on Nigerians. 

 

While in the matter of pursuit of debt relief for Nigeria, the president expended considerable 

energy; another sector in which similar quantum of presidential attention should have been 

dedicated to, but which received quite less focus was the oil industry. This is ironic because this was 

a production related issue and more oil production would have benefited Nigeria, which despite her 

size and high poverty levels produced only about two million barrels of oil per day by 2010 when 

Obasanjo took over. Though he had promised to take production to 4 million barrels per day he 
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never mustered the will to do this in the eight years he was in power. Increased productivity would 

have doubled or tripled Nigeria’s earning capacity.15 This goes to show the lack of commitment to 

domestic matters by the president, when contrasted with his frequent international travels and then 

getting encumbered with politics and too much work through lack of delegation. All these point to 

why much more was not achieved by the Obasanjo presidency. 

 

Tied, to the president’s letdown in the oil industry where he doubled as the minister was his equally 

drab handling of another vital part of national life, which he had promised to solve – the power 

generation problem which has remained a major challenge to economic growth in Nigeria. In his 

second inaugural he had promised regarding power supply that: “Power supply: It is our 

determination to improve the quality of power supply and to expand output to at least 10,000 

megawatts by the end of our second term in office”.16 Like much else with the president, the 

problem was easily identified, what was difficult was the president’s attention span, energy and 

commitment that should have been dedicated to solving the really significant issues. 

 

To worsen matters, the overconcentration of power in the person of the president tended generally 

to weaken ministries and parastatals, and rather resulted into the disempowerment of subordinates. 

It also meant that there was weak presidential oversight; and an almost total absence of 

prioritization of the limited resources of the federal government. For how else could there be any 

justification for the lack of progress in so many sectors of the national economy and infrastructure 

such as roads for which it is estimated that over N800 billion was spent during the eight years of the 

Obasanjo presidency without much to show for it in terms of improvements of national roads.17  

Although, it should be pointed out here that while the figure of N800 billion may appear vast, spread 

over several road projects without prioritization the billions expended will only facilitate the creation 

of multiple projects at varying degrees of completions and constant overruns and reevaluations. The 

president failed to actually delve into and know what the requirements for national development 

were in terms of what resources were actually needed, and if there were shortfalls, how these could 
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be surmounted. And in doing this, endeavouring to be transparent and carrying Nigerians along, and 

asking ministers to prioritise projects so that even if less was undertaken, such projects would then 

have a higher probability of scheduled completion. Mumuni provides detailed figures of expenditure 

on Nigerian roads under Obasanjo and his ministers: 

 

Top officials of the ministry […] said the total value of work done is about N800 

billion. That means contractors are still been owned N600 billion for job already 

done… [from May 1999] to July 2003, the ministry had incurred a bill of N362 billion. 

This was said to be for 62 completed road projects covering a total of 2,476 kms at a 

cost of N57.791 billion; 82 ongoing projects with a total length of 5,397 kms valued 

at N286.403 billion and 67 road and bridge projects of 4,845 kms at the cost of 

N1.64 billion (sic).18  

 

Under Obasanjo, many road contracts were awarded without the government actually having the 

money to pay for the completion of the projects. Invariably, littering the nation with several such 

projects with few at any worthwhile degree of completion, and many dragging to more than six 

years, where if funds were available they would have been completed within a year or two. 

 

In the area of transformation of the economy, President Obasanjo, was here again, under no illusion 

to what was demanded of him. The mismatch was the difference in the objectives and the failure to 

achieve success in critical areas such as in the power sector, infrastructure and agriculture. A study 

of Obasanjo’s Economic Direction: 1999-2003 shows the first term goals and objectives of the 

president. Yet, by the time the second tenure ended most of them were far from any measure of 

achievement.19 For instance, The Obasanjo Reforms: Electric Power Sector had outlined that: “the 

Federal Government has set targets for generation capacity of 10,000MW in 2005 and 20,000MW in 

2010”.20 By both due dates, however, electricity generation still hovered around 3,000 megawatts.  

 

The contention here is that the Federal Government failed because it underestimated the volume of 

work involved and the resources that were needed to increase power generation to the magnitude 
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the Obasanjo government was thinking of and which the nation desperately need to fast-track 

economic growth. For instance, in The Obasanjo Reforms: Electric Power Sector the figure or $15 

billion is estimated to be what the sector needed to generate 20,000MW.21 The financial resources 

needed as outlined by the government were, however, grossly unrealistic. The inadequacy, would 

point to two factors, one, the Obasanjo government, especially, those in charge of the sector never 

did any due thoroughness, and two, presenting a $15 billion bill as adequate to generate 10,000MW 

much less 20,000MW underscore an unfortunate truth that the operators of the sector and the 

president had no idea of what it would actually have taken to provide Nigeria with power, and hence 

the failure. Most expert studies have since revealed that the required investment to produce 

adequate power is in the region of $10 billion annually for about ten years, and not the less than $5 

billion that Obasanjo spent in seven years.22 The tragedy about the power sector would be that 

Obasanjo knew next to nothing about it, and equally did nothing about lighting up the country. All 

these being so, possibly because the president’s attention was more focused on international 

relations and politics. 

 

The president’s apparent inability to see the big picture could possibly have been because of his 

desire and policy to micromanage the affairs of the country and be involved in many of the political 

and social and administrative battles of his administration. The Economist had in 2000 warned 

Obasanjo against this trend. The newspaper recognizing Obasanjo’s strength, however, contended 

that: 

 

It is difficult to think of any other Nigerian qualified to lead this vast, diverse country. 

But perhaps Mr. Obasanjo is making a mistake in trying to micromanage the country, 

and its complex economic and social problems. He could, some think, do better if he 

were more of a figurehead, leaving the running of the country to those who 

understand more about modern economics and modern government.23  

 

The limitations of the president also have been because of the president’s all-knowing disposition, 

which brooked no superior knowledge and more likely because Obasanjo tried to do many things 
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alone. He failed to build national consensus, to get Nigerians to develop a new culture that would 

propel faster growth. Though Robert Guest contends that “… many aspects of Nigerian culture are 

inimical to growth”, it was up to Obasanjo to try to change the pervading culture. Guest notes that: 

“cultures change, particularly when incentives do. Compare China under Mao with China under Deng 

Xiaoping”.24 In the case of Obasanjo, he never really tried to get Nigerians to change the way of 

doing things. Unlike Deng Xiaoping who stayed put in China and assiduously worked to transform the 

country from inside out, while at the same time opening it up to trade and investment; Obasanjo’s 

approach was rather to try to transform the country from outside through working to improve 

Nigeria’s international image, which really didn’t count for anything when the country itself 

remained unreformed and poor. Although, he attempted to change the way government business 

was done through reform of the civil service,25 he never really thought it that all of Nigeria could be 

energized and involved in the task of national transformation. 

 

Because of the know-all, do-all disposition, President Obasanjo was also wary of dissenting voices 

within his party and cabinet. The imperial tone was felt in the manner in which he related with Vice 

President Atiku Abubakar and chieftains of the Peoples Democratic Party such as Chief Barnabas 

Gemade and Chief Audu Ogbeh. Obasanjo preferred to operate with party leaders whose loyalty was 

not in doubt. With regard to this he brought in former military officers i.e. Chief Ahmadu Alli and 

politicians such as Ojo Maduekwe to dominate and direct the affairs of the party according to the 

whims of the presidency. The low point of which was that in the atmosphere of rising mistrusts 

between the president and the vice president, the Obasanjo presidency issued a statement sacking 

the vice president, an act the judiciary voided by declaring as unconstitutional.26 Chris Ajaero in a 

lead story in Newswatch had written that the root cause of the president’s war with his men was 

because of President Olusegun Obasanjo desperate desire for a third term which had made him to 

embark on the “systematic destruction of every obstacle on his way”.27  

 



12 
 

Such battles by the presidency rather diverted attention from the governance of the country and 

compounded the task of trying to propel Nigeria’s economic growth and democracy. For, when 

Obasanjo tried to focus attention on political dominance, he diverted the preciously little time he 

had from solving problems to creating additional ones, i.e. the third term quest which took national 

attention away from the very real challenges of governance that Nigeria was constantly buffeted 

with. The major drawback of the third term quest was that as a result of its pursuit the laudable 

quest to amend the constitution was also inevitably truncated. The Guardian succinctly terms it as 

“Stains on Baba’s Robe”: 

 

The attempt by certain members of the Peoples Democratic Party to rail-road a 

Third Term ticket for President Obasanjo led to instability in the polity, and crisis in 

the National Assembly, with accusation of bribery leveled against Obasanjo’s 

presidency. At the end of the day, the NASS was forced to abandon the attempt to 

amend the 1999 Constitution, a major minus for the NASS, the Presidency and the 

PDP. It is perhaps the greatest stain on Obasanjo’s goodwill.28  

 

The subject of elections is one area in which the president’s actions were less than salutary due to 

his quest for domination of the polity with PDP. Consequently, shoddy elections became 

characteristics of the Obasanjo era. Mashood Omotosho’s appraisal of elections under Obasanjo was 

that electoral fraud undermined Nigeria’s democratization effort. His view of the two elections the 

government of Obasanjo organized is here presented: 

 

Another general election was conducted in 2003, the outcome of that election 

retained President Olusegun Obasanjo in power for his second term. It should be 

noted that the election was so badly flawed that it was described as the most 

fraudulent election in the country… [Also] far from improving on the 1999 and 2003 

elections, the conduct of the 2007 election was worse. Charges of corruption, vote 

buying, vote rigging, lack of transparency and other voting irregularities came into 

play during the 2007 general election.29  
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Omotosho’s is a scathing and representative view of elections under Obasanjo’s watch. However, to 

the former president’s defense is the assertion that: “Obasanjo can not be everywhere. Was it 

Obasanjo snatching and running away with ballot boxes in Gboko. Why can’t we decide to do the 

right thing”.30 Despite this critical observation which explains the behavior of most of the political 

actors in Nigeria, it is quite clear that the cue for many of the illegalities that were perpetrated in the 

2003 and 2007 elections had the imprimatur of Obasanjo either through commission or omission. 

The electoral malpractices of the Independent National Electoral Commission which the Peoples 

Democratic Party and Obasanjo were the major beneficiaries did a lot in elongating Nigeria’s 

democratic learning curve. 

 

Democracy and its Constraining Sway over Obasanjo  

Liberal Western democracy, historically, is a recent human evolution for governance on a large scale; 

and for most parts of the world including European states such as Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal 

and Eastern European countries it is a twentieth century phenomenon. As a system of government, 

its appeal today is assuming almost universal acceptance, and though there are exceptions to the 

norm, it would appear that countries for which the rule of law, rather than of dictators is in the 

ascendancy can witness faster growth and development. This growth, under democracies can 

sometime occur in spite of the individual at the helm of national leadership in a country – assuming 

that a free people will on their own find ways to thrive. 

 

During the first eight years of the Fourth Republic, three factors were at work: democracy, the rise of 

oil prices and the administration of President Obasanjo. An assessment of these eight years show 

that the country was able to make advances on all fronts, and the question of whether this was as a 

result of a single factor, or all three, or a combination of any two of the three remains a valid one. 

The former president, however, contends that history will judge him positively when the time for 

stocktaking comes. The relationship between democracy and Obasanjo, however, proves that it is 
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indeed a system that is good for the country, even when a particular president may not be so good – 

for eventually, his time will be up and he will peacefully leave the stage. 

 

The above is derived from democracy’s ability to circumscribe the absolute powers and whims of 

leaders who would otherwise be authoritarian as Obasanjo was inclined to becoming. Democracy 

because it is a system of rules did constrain the wishes of the president and his supporters for a third 

term in office. The quest for tenure elongation became an issue that threatened the polity while the 

president watched in “studied silence”. As R.L. Sklar, E. Onwudiwe and D. Kew have asserted the 

quest for third term meant: “… a shadow descended on the president’s legacy of dedication to 

democracy. He evidently favoured consideration of a constitutional amendment that would have 

allowed him to seek a third term despite widespread public disapproval of any such manoeuvre”.31  

 

Nigeria, however, been a democracy, with rules to be obeyed and followed, i.e. those on term limits, 

which barred the president from seeking another term in 2007 meant that if the constitution was 

not amended, it would be illegal for him to seek office. In the light of the constitutional 

impediments, the well coordinated attempt by supporters of the president to get the constitution 

amended to enable him secure a third term in office were roundly, 

 

defeated by an unstructured coalition of political forces that had nothing in common 

except that they were Nigerians and wished, for different reasons – ranging from 

patriotism and democratic spirit to self-interest and opportunism – to see Obasanjo 

leave office on May 29, 2007.32  

 

In fact, it was the imperial tendency inherent in President Olusegun Obasanjo that is to be discerned 

in “the abortive attempt made by General Olusegun Obasanjo, president for two terms, 1999-2007, 

to engineer the amendment of the constitution to allow him run for a third term”.33 His reading and 

that of his acolytes’ of the situation was that he was doing a great job and that there was no need 

for him to leave office. That a grateful Nigerian populace would be better served by the continuation 
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of President Obasanjo for one more or further terms in office. This thinking underscored the grand 

intimations the president had of his efforts in office as president and a positive reading of his own 

scorecard, which made him to believe that, probably only he could give the country good leadership. 

 

Democracy in essence through the enshrined checks and balances ensured that, as Wole Soyinka 

had hoped in 1994 that General Sani Abacha, may likely be Nigeria’s last despot. This is if not 

because for the checks and balances essential in a democratic administration and the existence of a 

constitution that limited the president to only two terms in office, Obasanjo was on the path of 

proving the Nobel laureate wrong.34 The Senate overturning of the third term bid put paid to any 

dream of a likely continuation in office. Obasanjo’s response, however, that the Senate’s action was 

a victory for democracy, true as it was, was a tad too late. The fact that he had allowed the polity to 

be overheated the extent to which it did while the quest for tenure elongation lasted was a 

disservice to the fatherland. Required energy and time that would have been channeled to nation-

building was rather turned into the service of personal ambition. 

 

The Fundamental Limitations of the Obasanjo Imperial Presidency 

In the area of achievements, the administration of President Obasanjo recorded successes in several 

key areas such as education, especially in the expansion recorded in tertiary education during his 

two terms in office. For primary and secondary education, though the federal government 

established objectives for the states to follow, some states in this regard did better than others. The 

economy, though dependent on high oil prices, also witnessed average growth rates of about 4% for 

most of the terms in office of Obasanjo.35 The formal sector, especially the banking sector, following 

the leadership of Charles Soludo at the Central Bank of Nigeria, equally, witnessed astronomical 

expansion with positive impact on overall economic indices. 

 

The fundamental failing of the Obasanjo presidency, however, was the feeling that he could do it all 

alone. He failed to identify what the national priorities were and to channel the collective 
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intellectual resources of Nigerians and his ministers towards solving these national challenges. Thus 

after eight years, there is no legacy that is the unique achievement of a government that Nigerians 

expected a lot from. In the present era, the example of Nelson Mandela stands out, for instance, he 

urged his countrymen to forgive and forget the tragic history of apartheid and they did so. 

Obasanjo’s greatness is limited in the sense that he could not identify or articulate the specific 

national objectives or demands to make of his countrymen and by the force of his moral authority 

secure compliance. He, thus, reigned over Aso Rock and his ministers whom he intimidated but his 

influence never extended to the Nigerian people.  

 

Obasanjo because of overconcentration of power in his person, the presidency and his party, the 

PDP, continually interfered with the national political process through the giving of free reign to 

internal party irregularities, the absence of intra-party democracy and the unwholesome 

malpractices that INEC under him perpetrated on the Nigerian electorate. These negative acts of the 

presidency, the PDP and INEC had the effect of stunting the growth of Nigeria’s democracy. 

Obasanjo’s government actions regarding elections gave Nigerians negative feelings about the whole 

electoral process through which leaders were chosen.  

 

With regards to the economy it would appear that though Obasanjo understood liberal economic 

theory, but because he read unwillingness in his countrymen to adopt similar views, he 

consequently, was unable to find a middle way to advance the economy by marrying the different 

perspectives. What happened therefore was a situation where Nigeria was caught in an economic 

muddle without a strong executing role for the government in the most important of sectors. 

Though, he understood liberal economics his inability to educate his countrymen of its utility meant 

no gains were recorded through the adoption of a market economy as sectors that the government 

should have maintained a solid and growing presence like power and infrastructure were allowed to 

founder. 
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Also, while Obasanjo tended to emphasise the relationship between himself and Nelson Mandela as 

having each done time in prison. The link between the two may simply have been only that of 

incarceration. For while Gordon Brown wrote of Mandela that: “It was because of the greatness of 

Mandela – and, especially, his refusal to hate or become embittered – that a multiracial South Africa 

was born, not in further bloodshed and catastrophe, but in peace and democracy”.36 The same could 

not in all sense of truth be applied to Obasanjo who in some elements was very divisive and failed to 

try to play the role of a statesman and father of the nation by the nature of his politics which 

alienated many of his countrymen, and created the conditions in which not justice but retaliatory 

measures could be extended not once, but twice in two years, over first, Odi, in Bayelsa State, and 

second, over Zaki-Biam in Benue State in October 2001 by the country’s security forces. 

 

The imperial nature of President Olusegun Obasanjo and the feelings with which many held him are 

encapsulated by extracts from this poem by Niyi Osundare aptly titled “Requiem for the Emperor”:  

 

“He snobs and despises those he rules, 

The courts of law he treats with spite 

Senators and Reps are his favourite mules 

To him all wrongs are just and right 

He prays by day and preys by night 

 

… 

“Do-or-die”, conquer-or-quench 

Corrupt the ballot, dispossess the people 

The country reeks from oppressive stench 

Of the foul bequest and spreading ripple 

 

… 

So long, then, tenacious King 

Reluctant to go, but go you must 

Your hold on power was a lethal thing 

Now we seek the polish to rout your rust”37 

 



18 
 

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted a sketch of the motivations and actions of President Obasanjo during his 

term of leadership in the Fourth Republic. The main conclusions point to an imperial disposition of 

the president which prevented him from seeking the help of his countrymen to turn Nigeria around. 

He believed that he and God alone could do the job; which was simply improbable. Past messianic 

leaders with tendencies as Obasanjo such as Napoleon and Churchill utilized the help of their 

countrymen and energized citizens to achieve vital national objectives. Obasanjo, for example, never 

challenged vice chancellors or Nigerian intellectuals to turn the nation’s universities around, neither 

did he set before them noble goals to pursue, what he did rather was to mock their relevance. Thus, 

he failed to give his countrymen profound challenges to strive towards. He of all Nigerian leaders 

was supremely qualified to have attempted the task of setting tall national targets and to expect the 

people to try to meet such targets, but he stumbled in this regard, probably because of his desire to 

agglomerate too much power in the presidency, and also in attempting to do everything himself, 

which was unfortunately, for him personally, and for the country. His messianism did not enable him 

to make apostles or disciples of his countrymen. Thus, it was Nigeria’s tragedy that during 

Obasanjo’s reign there was no blood, sweat and toil moment for his countrymen. Despite the fact 

that Obasanjo had peace, stability and the support of most ordinary Nigerians, he was unable to 

properly harness it. 

 

We can however, conclude with the optimism that is a constant feature of Nigerians regarding their 

country using Obasanjo’s very words that “Nigeria is moving to the cruising level and cruising 

speed”.38 This very much is obvious to any discerning observer, though, Nigeria, it is likely would 

have been accelerating faster and nearing takeoff, had President Obasanjo paid more attention to 

setting broad national objectives and focusing the energies of his fellow Nigerians towards the hard 

task of achieving them. Had he hearkened to his own dictum that “We need all hands on deck for 

development and economic progress”39, Nigeria of course would have been far more advanced 

towards a take-off point. 
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