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1. Introduction 
Nigeria, Africa's most populous nation, finds itself on a complex and 

evolving democratic journey.  While the 1999 transition from 

military rule marked a significant milestone (Chatham House, 2022), 

significant challenges remain. This article delves into these hurdles 

through a unique lens: examining them from both a philosophical 

and ethical perspective. 

Our analysis unveils fascinating tensions within Nigeria's 

democracy. Western-style ideals of individual rights clash with the 

nation's strong communal traditions. Balancing these forces is a 

constant negotiation. As A. Ikelegwu (2017) argues, "the emphasis 

on individual rights in liberal democracy often comes into conflict 

with the emphasis on social harmony and the well-being of the 

collective in African political thought". Similarly, the social contract 

theory, a cornerstone of democracy, grapples with pre-existing 

social structures based on ethnicity and religion (Joseph, 2000). 

Beyond philosophical discussions, the article explores the gap 

between theory and practice in Nigerian democracy. Citizenship 
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often feels distant due to a cultural tendency towards strong 

hierarchical structures. However, this analysis identifies an 

opportunity: fostering a culture of civic engagement can bridge this 

gap between the people and their government. An engaged citizenry 

is essential for a functioning democracy, as highlighted by M. 

Osaghae (2018), who argues that "popular participation is the 

lifeblood of democracy". 

The article then shifts its focus to leadership, exploring the delicate 

balance between individual freedoms and the collective good. 

Effective leaders must craft policies that uplift communities while 

respecting individual liberties. This is a complex task, requiring 

leaders who can navigate the tensions between individual and 

collective well-being (Eguredu, 2019). As I. N. Onwuatuegwu 

(2020) argues in his article "The Notion of Absurdity and Meaning 

of Life in Albert Camus Existentialism," true leadership requires 

confronting these contradictions and forging a path forward that 

serves both the individual and the collective good. By 

acknowledging these complexities and embracing a more 

participatory democracy, Nigeria can chart a course that empowers 

both the individual and the collective. 

The second half of the article tackles the ethical challenges plaguing 

Nigerian democracy. It emphasizes core principles like free and fair 

elections, national unity, and equitable opportunity (Anjovgbu, 

2018). Each principle is accompanied by proposed solutions, 

exploring how to strengthen institutions and combat issues like 

corruption. 

We conclude by acknowledging that Nigeria's democratic journey is 

ongoing. The path forward requires a multi-pronged approach, 

focusing on empowering citizens through civic education and media 

literacy (Anjovgbu, 2018). Building strong democratic institutions, 

fostering interfaith and inter-ethnic dialogue, and promoting a 

culture of inclusion are all crucial steps towards a more mature and 

prosperous Nigerian democracy. 

2. Philosophical Tensions in Nigerian 

Democracy 
Nigeria's democratic journey is shaped by a fascinating interplay 

between Western-influenced ideals and its strong communal 

traditions (Anjovgbu, 2012). 

2.1 Individualism vs. Communitarianism 

Western Influence: Western democracies emphasize individual 

rights and liberties. Citizens are seen as autonomous entities with the 

freedom to pursue their own goals (Odigbo, 2007). 

Nigerian Communalism: Nigeria's social fabric prioritizes the 

collective good over individual desires. The individual in this 

perspective, exists only in the community (Onwuatuegwu, 2021). 

Family, clan, and ethnic group often take precedence, with 

individuals expected to contribute to the well-being of the larger unit 

(Mbaegbu, 2008). The community, as rightly observes by I. N. 

Onwuatuegwu (2024), is a one large family in which every single 

individual feels belonged and appreciated. 

Tension: Striking a balance between individual freedoms and the 

collective good is a constant negotiation. 

Example: A young Nigerian woman might aspire to a career path 

traditionally seen as unsuitable for her gender. Her desire for 

individual choice could clash with societal expectations that 

prioritize her role within the family or community (Jega, 2007). 

2.2 Social Contract and Pre-Existing Structures 

Social Contract Theory: This theory, central to Western democracy, 

proposes that citizens give up some freedoms in exchange for 

security and order provided by the state (Azeez, 2018). 

Nigerian Context 

Pre-existing Structures: Nigeria has strong social structures based on 

ethnicity and religion that predate the modern state. These structures 

can hold greater loyalty for citizens compared to the national 

government (Chinweuba, 2019). 

Tension: This creates tension with the national social contract. 

Citizens might prioritize obligations to their ethnic group or religion 

over national laws or policies (Areji, 2007). 

Example: During elections, voters might prioritize candidates from 

their own ethnic group over a candidate with better national policies 

but from a different background (Izunwa, 2008). 

These are just two examples of how Western-influenced ideals and 

Nigeria's strong communal traditions can create complex challenges 

for its democracy. Finding a way to reconcile these sometimes 

conflicting principles will likely be an ongoing process for Nigeria's 

democratic development. 

3. Bridging the Gap 
In this section we shall discuss the challenges and opportunities 

surrounding citizen participation in Nigeria's democracy.  

3.1 The Problem (A Disconnect Between People and 

Power) 

Democratic Theory: Ideally, citizens give up some power to a 

government that acts in their best interests (the common good). 

Citizens hold these representatives accountable through voting and 

participation (Dahl, 1989). 

Nigeria's Reality: The country's history is marked by hierarchical 

structures, where power rests with a select few. This fosters a 

cultural norm of high "power distance." People see leaders as distant 

figures, not as people they can connect with or hold accountable 

(Hofstede, 2001). 

3.2 The Opportunity  (Closing the Distance Through Civic 

Engagement) 

Civic Engagement: This refers to citizens actively participating in 

the democratic process beyond just voting. It can involve activities 

like attending town hall meetings, joining community organizations, 

or advocating for specific issues (Verba, Schlozman, Brady, & Nie, 

1995). 

Bridging the Gap: By fostering a culture of civic engagement, 

Nigerians can overcome the power distance and build a stronger 

connection with their government. Here's how: 

Increased Accountability: Engaged citizens hold leaders accountable 

for their actions. This can lead to better governance and policies that 

reflect the needs of the people (Okewale, 2019). 

Empowered Citizens: Participation fosters a sense of ownership in 

the democratic process. People feel their voices matter and are more 

likely to get involved in shaping their communities and country 

(Chweza, 2005). 

In essence, this passage argues that civic engagement is crucial for 

bridging the gap between the Nigerian people and their government. 

By actively participating, citizens can transform the power dynamic 

and create a more representative democracy. 
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4. Leadership (Balancing Individuality 

and Community) 
Great leaders grapple with a fundamental question: can they 

champion both individual freedoms and the collective good? History 

is littered with cautionary tales of leaders who prioritized one at the 

expense of the other. Authoritarian regimes, while fostering a sense 

of national unity, often crush individual liberties (Goulard, 2017). 

Conversely, unfettered individualism can lead to societal 

breakdown, with everyone pursuing their own ends at the cost of 

common goals (Putnam, 2000). 

4.1 Striking the Right Balance: Uplifting Communities, 

Respecting Liberties 

The key to effective leadership lies in crafting policies that achieve a 

delicate balance. This requires: 

Understanding the Needs of Both: A strong leader recognizes the 

inherent value of individual freedom and the importance of a strong, 

unified community. They don't see these as competing interests, but 

as interdependent forces (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Empowering Participation: True leadership fosters a participatory 

democracy where individuals feel their voices are heard. This allows 

for the creation of policies that reflect the needs and aspirations of 

the community, while safeguarding individual rights (Barber, 1984). 

Nurturing Shared Values: Building a strong sense of community 

requires fostering shared values and goals. Leaders can achieve this 

by promoting dialogue, open communication, and a spirit of 

collective responsibility (Etzioni, 1993). 

4.2 The Nigerian Context (A Path Forward) 

Nigeria, a nation rich in diversity and potential, presents a powerful 

case study. Here's how Nigeria can navigate this complex terrain: 

Acknowledging Philosophical Tensions: Openly recognizing the 

inherent tension between individual freedoms and the collective 

good fosters constructive dialogue about the best path forward 

(Elazar, 1987). 

Promoting Grassroots Engagement: By actively engaging Nigerians 

at the local level, leaders can ensure policies address the specific 

needs and aspirations of various communities, while still fostering a 

sense of national unity (Osaghae, 2010). 

Celebrating Individual Achievement: A vibrant society thrives on 

individual initiative and innovation. Leaders who celebrate 

individual triumphs within the context of a strong national identity 

can inspire a spirit of collaboration and progress (Anyadike-Danes, 

2013). 

4.3 A Delicate Balance, a Rich Reward 

Finding the balance between individual freedom and the collective 

good is a constant challenge, but the rewards are substantial. Leaders 

who succeed in fostering a society that empowers its citizens while 

fostering a sense of shared purpose create an environment where 

everyone can thrive. 

5. Ethical Challenges in Nigerian 

Democracy 
This section delves into the ethical dilemmas that hinder Nigeria's 

democratic progress. It proposes solutions by weaving together the 

core principles of a healthy democracy with the current challenges 

faced by the nation. 

5.1 Core Ethical Principles: The Pillars of a Just 

Democracy 

Free and Fair Elections: At the heart of any democracy lies the idea 

of legitimate elections. This necessitates measures to prevent vote-

buying, intimidation, and rigging. Strengthening the Independent 

National Electoral Commission (INEC) and prioritizing voter 

education are crucial steps to ensure credible elections (Anjovgbu, 

2017). 

National Unity: Nigeria's rich tapestry of ethnicities and religions 

can be misused for political gain. Politicians may resort to divisive 

tactics based on ethnicity or religion, stoking tensions and hindering 

national unity. To counter this, fostering a shared national identity 

that respects these differences is essential (Peterside, 2019). 

Equity and Opportunity: Rampant poverty and vast wealth 

inequality breed social unrest and resentment. A just and equitable 

democracy requires policies that promote inclusive economic growth 

and create opportunities for all citizens, regardless of background 

(Public Sector and Corruption in Nigeria: An Ethical and 

Institutional Framework of Analysis, 2013). 

5.2 Challenges and Solutions (Bridging the Ethical Gap) 

Electoral Corruption:  Curbing corrupt practices like vote-buying 

and intimidation requires a two-pronged approach. Firstly, strong 

ethical leadership that prioritizes integrity within government is 

essential. Secondly, robust institutions with the power to hold 

leaders accountable are needed to deter corruption and foster a 

culture of transparency (Challenges of Ethics and Accountability in 

Nigerian Civil Service, 2012). 

Leadership and Accountability: Ethical leadership is paramount in 

combating corruption and rebuilding public trust in democratic 

institutions. Leaders who prioritize transparency, accountability, and 

adherence to the rule of law set the tone for the entire government. 

This fosters a climate where citizens are confident that their elected 

officials are acting in their best interests (Greed, ethics, and public 

service in Nigeria, By Dakuku Peterside, 2019). 

5.3 Further Exploration 

This section lays the groundwork for a deeper analysis.  We can 

delve into specific examples of how these ethical challenges 

manifest in Nigerian politics. Additionally, potential solutions can 

be explored in more detail. This could involve examining successful 

anti-corruption initiatives from other countries or proposing concrete 

reforms to strengthen Nigeria's democratic institutions. 

6. The Way Forward: Building a 

Stronger Democracy in Nigeria 
Nigeria's democratic journey has been marked by both progress and 

setbacks. While the country has transitioned away from military rule 

and holds regular elections, challenges remain in solidifying 

democratic institutions and ensuring they deliver real benefits to the 

people (Centre for Democracy and Development, 2023). To achieve 

a stronger democracy, Nigeria must address several key areas: 

6.1 Empowering Citizens 

Civic Education:  Nigeria's education system needs to equip students 

with a strong understanding of democratic principles and their role 

as citizens. This includes fostering critical thinking skills and 

encouraging active participation in the democratic process, such as 

voting and holding elected officials accountable (Punch 

Newspapers, 2023). 

Media Literacy:  Access to accurate information is crucial for 

informed decision-making. Promoting media literacy equips citizens 
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with the ability to critically evaluate information from various 

sources, recognize bias, and identify reliable news outlets. This 

empowers them to participate in meaningful discourse and hold 

leaders to account (UNESCO, 2016). 

6.2 Building Strong Institutions 

Independent Judiciary and Free Press:  A strong democracy requires 

an independent judiciary that upholds the rule of law and a free press 

that can investigate and report on government activities without fear 

of retribution. These institutions are essential for ensuring 

transparency, holding leaders accountable, and preventing 

corruption (Transparency International, 2023). 

Vibrant Civil Society:  A strong civil society acts as a watchdog, 

advocating for citizen rights, promoting public participation in 

government, and holding leaders accountable for their actions. 

Empowering civil society organizations allows them to play a vital 

role in strengthening Nigeria's democracy (Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 2022). 

6.3 Promoting Unity and Inclusion 

Interfaith Dialogue:  Nigeria's rich diversity of religious beliefs can 

be a source of strength, but it can also lead to tensions. Fostering 

interfaith dialogue can promote understanding, cooperation, and a 

shared vision for a just and equitable society where everyone feels 

included, regardless of their religious background (The 

Conversation, 2019). 

Inter-ethnic Dialogue:  Nigeria's numerous ethnic groups can enrich 

the nation's culture, but ethnic tensions can also hinder progress. 

Promoting understanding and tolerance between different ethnicities 

helps bridge social divides and create a more unified national 

identity (Olukoya, 2014). 

By addressing these challenges and empowering its citizens, Nigeria 

can take significant strides towards building a more mature 

democracy. This stronger democracy would be inclusive, 

prosperous, and deliver the benefits of good governance to all 

Nigerians. 

7. Conclusion  
Nigeria's democratic journey is a work in progress, but one 

brimming with potential (Diamond, 2020). By acknowledging the 

tensions between Western ideals and its own strong communal 

identity, Nigeria can craft a unique democratic path (Joseph, 2014).  

Empowering citizens through education and civic engagement is 

crucial (Bratton & Mattes, 2001). A strong foundation in democratic 

principles, coupled with media literacy, will enable citizens to 

actively participate and hold leaders accountable (Gyimah-Boadi, 

2015). Building strong institutions, like an independent judiciary and 

free press, is equally important (Schedler, 2002). Finally, fostering 

interfaith and inter-ethnic dialogue will bridge social divides and 

promote a sense of national unity (Agullion, 2019). By embracing 

these opportunities and confronting the challenges head-on, Nigeria 

can evolve into a more mature, inclusive, and prosperous democracy 

that empowers both the individual and the collective.  
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