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NIGERIA IN CRISIS 
MOKWUGO OKOYE 

Radical youth leader of the National C&uncil of Nigeria and the Cameroons 

A N intellectual sickness grips Nigeria, a false complacency that 
with independence all is well so long as the country treads the 
dreary road of political compromise and indecisiveness laid down 
by the British, who still pride themselves on their distrust of 
logic and first principles. Independence, however, is surely but 
a means to an end, and Nigeria—with its over 35- million 
people and rich natural assets—cannot develop its resources 
and raise the living standards of its population, let alone influence 
the rest of Africa and the world outside, by standing assiduously 
still. 

Nigerian Cabinet Ministers in their speeches often stress 
the need for order and security in the state, implying that 
critics of the government should mind their own business, or, 
alternatively, face 'the warm embrace of the criminal code'. 
Little is said, however, about social welfare, and the impression 
is carefully cultivated that Nigerians are not entitled to expect 
wonders out of their release from colonial rule. 

After independence, mere nationalism no longer suffices to 
excite the masses with loyalty and enthusiasm for the great task 
of social reconstruction that faces their country. An inevitable 
tendency exists for nationalism to die with the imperialism that 
brought it into being. Nor can Nigeria hope to lead a free 
Africa by virtue of her size alone. Unless she can generate a 
spirit of dynamism and unity, of popular socialism, she will 
not only fail to lead, she will be swept aside by the resurgence 
in the social and political life of Africa around her. 

Many foreigners see in Nigeria not only a country opulent 
with variety and vigour, but a democratic and stable one in 
which freedom and moderation determine political life. There 
may be some truth in this praise, although political stability 
has often sustained a lack-lustre political leadership and a deep-
rooted corruption within. A country's maturity, Nehru has 
said, may be measured by the questions that it poses to itself, 
and its failure is often due to its having posed to itself all the 
wrong questions. At the moment, Nigeria's politicians talk of 
tribes, chieftaincies and religion, while the basic socio-economic 
problems of the day excite only a few. Bank accounts appeal 
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rather than ideas, though Europe today is more the product of 
Christ and Marx than of Crassus or Charlemagne, as Asia is of 
Buddha rather than of Genghis Khan. Without visionaries to 
guide it, a people is destined to stumble and decay where it falls. 

The Nigerian Federal Government, composed of the Northern 
People's Congress (N.P.C.) and the National Council of Nigeria 
and the Cameroons (N.C.N.C.) has all the advantages and 
shortcomings of a coalition, especially one between a feudal and 
a social democratic party. There is caution and there is con
fidence, but little urgency and imagination. While the N.P.C. 
has shed some of the worst excesses of its feudal philosophy— 
tribalism and class demarcation—at the national level, the 
N.C.N.C. has had to abandon many of the social visions of its 
agitational days. Both Sir Abubakar Balewa, the N.P.C. Prime 
Minister, and Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, ex-President of the N.C.N.C. 
and now Governor-General of Nigeria, want to see the Nigerian 
constitution work and therefore use their influence to dampen 
the eagerness of their more extreme supporters, while their 
regional colleagues feel themselves free to experiment along 
feudal or socialist lines in their own spheres of influence. 

Ironically, the conservative orientation of the Federal Govern
ment has driven the Action Group Opposition more and more 
to the left, so that today the party—which in 19^3 abjured any 
consorting with foreign ideologies and five years later saw 
republicanism as the day-dream of 'a lunatic fringe' in the 
nationalist movement—now passionately champions socialism 
and nationalisation alike and advocates a republican constitution 
for Nigeria. The party which in the 19^9 federal election cam
paign advocated a pro-Western foreign policy for Nigeria is 
today urging a positive neutralist line and friendly relations with 
the Communist States. It is committed to creating three more 
Regions out of the existing trichotomous system, and it therefore 
sees the recent decision by the Federal Parliament to establish 
a fourth, Mid-West Region as a triumph of its policy. 

Curiously enough, it was the N.C.N.C. which spearheaded 
the struggle for Nigerian freedom and laid the foundations of 
socialist and republican traditions; but under the necessities 
of office today, it finds itself fighting a rear-guard action against 
the forces of political radicalism in the country, rather like the 
social democratic parties of Western Europe (the British Labour 
Party, French S.F.I.O., German S.P.D.), whose dilemma it is 
facing today. The party is now fighting shy of nationalisation 
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and the establishment of a republic; what with its recurrent 
internal crises and confusion of objectives, it has ceased to 
enjoy that overwhelming mass appeal which made it a truly 
national organisation in the heyday of its struggle for inde
pendence. To recapture the massive popular support of its 
agitational days, the N.C.N.C. must establish high standards of 
integrity and austerity in place of acquisitiveness and exhibition
ism. The party must no longer mistake mediocrity for moderation 
and must ensure that its standard-bearers are not little men of 
great inheritance, ignorant of or hostile to the powerful forces 
now moving the continent of Africa. 

To lead people one must be able to reflect their inmost 
moods and aspirations. In all parts of Africa today there is an 
irresistible demand for independence, for self-expression, for 
development—an instinctive desire which some English-speaking 
nationalists have described as the assertion of 'the African 
Personality' and the French-speaking Africans see in terms of 
' Negrirude'—and it follows that no nation will long exercise 
influence in contemporary Africa which does not reflect this 
moving desire of Africans to assert themselves after so many 
centuries of colonial degradation. This mystic faith in inde
pendence has also an important corollary for African nationalists 
—the unification of Africa with the tumbling of the arbitrary 
barriers imposed by the 19th century European 'scramble for 
Africa'. It does not matter if this desire for union is seen by 
realists as a vision, for visions are the stuff out of which great 
realities are woven. 

Has Nigeria this powerful, passionate faith in African unity 
and independence? I am not sure that we do as yet, at least 
to the degree necessary to inspire others with excitement for 
these great ideals. The popularity which countries like the 
United Arab Republic and Ghana enjoy among many Africans 
derives from their pulsating faith in the cause of African unity 
and independence. Thus, when Egypt challenged, successfully, 
Anglo-French power over the Suez Canal in 1956 or Ghana 
rushed aid to distressed Guinea, Congo and South African 
nationalists, they elicited the admiration of ardent African 
nationalists everywhere who wish speedily to redress the wrongs 
which European Imperialism has perpetrated in Africa over so 
many centuries. Nigeria enjoyed this admiration when, under 
radical youth pressure, she broke off diplomatic relations with 
France over continued French atomic tests in the Sahara, and 
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when she supported the expulsion of South Africa from the 
Commonwealth because of apartheid. 

In spite of her spasmodic Pan-Africanism, however, Nigeria 
is regrettably poor in initiative and ideas, and others have set 
the pace for her in many fields. Few of her leaders have seen 
beyond the colonial pattern of Dominion Status to a vista of 
democratic republicanism, and her meagre foreign aid pro
gramme does little credit to her wealth and size. It is far from 
certain too that in an age of fervent nationalism in Africa many 
countries will cherish a state which has too strong an attachment 
to her former colonial ruler. After making allowance for the 
limiting factors of inevitable interdependence in the modern 
world, one must admit that, in her present relationship with 
Britain, Nigeria is little more than a colony. Our religion, law, 
education and literature, even our ideas of the ultimately 
significant, are still determined by British standards and pre
dilections, and today, after the signing of the recent defence 
agreement with Britain, even our airfields and naval bases 
remain part British. 

For intimating last October that, while at the moment we 
are encouraging the establishment of partnerships with foreign 
firms, Nigeria may in future consider nationalising certain basic 
industries like tin and oil mining, air and sea transport, banking 
and insurance, steel production and foreign trade, I was pilloried 
by the conservative leadership. The truth remains that, as Nehru 
once declared—"If an indigenous government took the place 
of the foreign government and kept all the vested interests 
intact, this would not even be the shadow of freedom. , , But 
with the State ownership and control of the railways, ports, 
electricity, coal, and airlines, and the partial control of cement, 
textile, ceramic production and produce trading (marketing 
boards), it can be said that nationalisation has been accepted in 
principle, and the only issue now is whether or not it shall be 
extended to other fields. 

It has been argued by its antagonists that nationalisation will 
scare away foreign investors. But this is a specious argument, 
as old as economic colonialism itself. Replying in 1939 to 
African demands for higher taxation of the Gold Coast (Ghana) 
gold mines owned by foreign companies, Governor Hudson 
had said: " I am sure it would be a short-sighted and extremely 
harmful policy for the Government to interfere in a matter of 
this sort, because capital is very sensitive and it might have the 
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effect of driving it away to other parts of the world." The 
tax has since been raised considerably, yet the mines are still 
being operated in Ghana, as elsewhere in Africa. In an age when 
the Soviet Union is only too eager to offer huge loans to the 
newly independent countries of Asia and Africa at less than 
3 per cent, interest and the U.S.A. feels the need to compete 
for their favour, no one really fears that capital for our develop
ment will be unobtainable. The United Nations Organisation 
has devised SUNFED (Special United Nations Fund for Economic 
Development in under-developed countries), which holds out 
hope to all new countries. And here it might be stressed that 
Nigeria is not poor in potential, but only in production and 
consumption. What is needed is a new system of economic 
organisation which permits the country to exploit a proper share 
of its national wealth for its own development. 

Foreign capitalists do not invest their money in other coun
tries out of generosity or sympathy but in pursuit of profits, 
and these they get in areas where wages and living standards are 
lower and raw materials cheaper than in their home countries. 
Foreign capitalists have had all the guarantees they could reason
ably have wanted in Nigeria these ioo years, and they have 
invested in brewing, cigarette-making, trading and mining; in 
short, in the extractive, quick-profit yielding industries from 
which they take out more than they put in—one of the foreign 
companies in Nigeria recorded £55 million as turnover last 
year alone—while leaving the heavy industries severely alone. 

This system of haphazard private investment has failed to solve 
the fundamental problems of our nation—that of unemploy
ment, of uneven development and inequitable prices for Nigerian 
produce, of extensive public education and health services. 
It always will. If we want to develop our country, we must 
increase our own savings; we must seek U.N. aid or bilateral 
agreements with friendly countries to exchange our food and 
raw materials for machinery, rather than private foreign capital 
which, as Iran, Guatemala, Cuba and other countries have 
shown, often enters as a Trojan Horse. A policy of 'drift* will 
not do: there must be a National Plan, specifying priorities and 
limiting the field of private investment, as countries like India, 
Ceylon and the United Arab Republic have done. Nigeria might 
emulate the example of Tanganyika, where the Ministers volun
tarily slashed their salaries to save money for real national 
development. We have to bridge the gap of centuries in a few 
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years, live through the ages of steam, electricity and the atom 
in one generation. We must scale down the salaries at the upper 
segments of the public services; we must introduce a profits 
tax in order to raise more revenue for development. We will 
have to mobilise all available material and manpower for a 
gigantic development effort; and nationalise banking, insurance, 
mining, shipping, municipal transport and foreign trade, not 
only in order to check the profiteering tendencies of the big 
monopolies, but as well to assure the State of more resources 
for the planning of its development. 

Pandit Nehru said recently that only the State can bring the 
industrial revolution to India, since private enterprise is obsessed 
with quick dividends and lacks both the capacity and mental 
approach to undertake the industrialisation of the country. 
Where both capital and technique are generally lacking, it is 
imperative that the State should play an increasing role in the 
development of industries and social services rather than merely 
'hold the ring' while private capitalists exploit the country. 
The present outcry by foreign firms against the demand for 
public ownership and control of the basic industries is, as 
Chief Obafemi Awolowo of the Action Group said during a 
recent speech in Parliament, an attempt to browbeat Nigerians 
into accepting a perpetual economic stranglehold. Already 
Nigerian businessmen are raising protests against the massive 
penetration by the foreign big monopolies into all spheres of 
our economic life. Merely to restrain the monopolies, however, 
is not enough. Government should encourage the Development 
Corporations to enter the industrial field and create a vast 
network of co-operatives to take over the distributive trade and 
handicrafts industry of the country. 

At the moment, the civil rights enshrined in the Nigerian 
constitution are still mainly theoretical—freedom of speech 
is nullified by those men of means who juggle public opinion 
through their control over the organs of communication, while 
the big monopolies have made nonsense of personal freedom 
by their control over employment and entertainment, fixing 
their own prices and influencing laws in their sole interest. 
The vision of creative freedom for all has shaded into a life more 
abundant for the governmentarians—ministers, contractors, 
senior servicemen, big businessmen and their dependents. 
Behind the pageantry of the affluent, there is a background of 
dismal abject poverty. 
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"If the aim of collective life and of those who are in charge 

of it is to improve the lot of the people and, in the first place, 
of those who are less favoured,'* declared the former French 
Prime Minister, Pierre Mendes-France, "then we must above 
all develop the production of goods and riches. For this purpose 
we must promote an economy of full-employment. . . . Our 
ambition is to form tomorrow a nation where socialism will 
be the complement of political democracy and its natural and 
normal consequences." What Mendes-France demanded for 
France is what every progressive in Nigeria wants for his 
country. Our progressives do not approve of the investment of 
Nigeria's sterling balance of over £240 million in London, 
while Nigeria itself goes scouring the finance houses of the 
world for paltry loans at prohibitive rates of interest, or of 
the attempt by the dominant conservatives to bolster up here
ditary chieftaincy in this age of republicanism. It is intolerable 
to them that corruption should eat through every fabric of 
Nigeria's national life and that unequal justice should be meted 
out to citizens on tribal or religious grounds. This squandering 
of national values has had its most corrosive effects upon the 
youth, who forever see promise mocked by practice and look 
in vain for any systematic revival of national culture or a 
programme of economic development sufficiently dynamic to 
offer Nigerians an escape from poverty and disease. 

Ours is a large country and a rich one. Neither its size nor its 
riches, however, can bring a better life to its people, and so to 
peoples all over Africa, if its leadership lacks the determination 
and the vision. The Nigerian crisis is a crisis of leadership. It 
cannot be long before the people of Nigeria find men able to 
translate their aspirations into achievement. 




