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Abstract
Piqued by some abhorrent behaviours that have bedeviled various
Nigerian Communities which aggregates to all manners of acts of
impunity,  this  study  seeks  to  explain  what  it  is,  expose  its
embodied realities and subtle undertones with regard to its varied
manifestations. This is to say that the study elects to examine the
different characterization of acts of impunity in the different sectors
of  the  Nigerian  society  and  considers  the  implications  of  the
different determinations of it to the life of the country in terms of
her  social,  moral,  political  and  economic  well-being.  Unable  to
comprehend the fast-spreading phenomenon, the study raises the
question  if  there  is  an  abiding duty  in  acts  of  impunity  which
makes it a norm or obligatory? This question traces its orientation
to  the  famous  rule  non-consequentiality  theory;  Duty  Ethics,
formulated  by  Immanuel  Kant.  On the  basis  of  this,  the  study
observes that inasmuch as it is not possible in the view of Kant to
set  up  a  valid  absolute  moral  rule  by  reasoning  alone  as  a
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foundation for the various acts of impunity, there cannot be any
duty which compels one to so act. In this regard therefore, the study
enlists  several  measures  and  recommendations  on  how  to  curb
impunity in Nigeria.

Introduction 
The  word-impunity  is  derived  from  the  Latin  word  impunitas,  which
implies everyone does as he/she likes in blatant disregard for the law and
state  institutions  however,  without  punishment.  Impunity  therefore,
means ‘without punishment’. That is, no sanction for bad behaviour, no
punishment for misdeeds. Impunity can thus be likened to an unmitigated
and  an  uncontrolled  emancipation,  freewill  and  free  choice  (Akindele
1996). It is the attitude encouraged by an unlawful liberty from retribution
or recrimination among citizens and government of a country. It is an anti-
social  (although  not  necessarily  criminal/but  can  be)  behaviour  that
disregards  punishment  or  sanction  and  is  a  deliberate  disregard  for
prosecutorial  system.  It  is  disobedience  to  the  rule  of  law,  due
process/procedure,  electoral  misconduct,  fiscal  impropriety and lack of
patriotism (Amaraegbu 184-199). 
In  Nigeria,  years  of  Military  dominance  in  governance  created  and
entrenched  the  culture  of  impunity.  The  military  ruled  with  absolute
disregard  for  the  rule  of  law  and  so  created  a  national  psyche  of
‘militarization’ (Babawale 20-42). This has persisted till date, despite more
than a decade of steady democratic governance, where it is expected that
public conscience and accountability would drive development. However,
the  reverse  is  the  case.  Impunity  has  acquired  its  unique  Nigerian
meaning.  In  the  Nigerian  parlance,  impunity  can  be  regarded  as  the
consciousness and belief of “nothing go happen”, “nothing dey”, “nothing go
sele”,  “only  in  my  country”,  and  so  on.  Impunity  is  so  entrenched and
prevalent in the country that every group and community has its unique
local  and  sub-group  code  for  characterising  it.  Impunity  manifests  in
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diverse ways. It is what makes citizens and government officials to flout
traffic rules, endanger fellow citizens, arrogate power to themselves, steal
public funds,  silence their  conscience and evade justice (Nnonyelu 182-
193). It is impunity that makes Nigerians to refuse to do their jobs without
retribution. It breeds patronage; make people to demand for bribes for the
performance of official duties and to inflate government budgets without
commensurate performance. 
Impunity  is  what  is  responsible  for  the  many abandoned projects  that
would otherwise have benefited Nigerians. It is what causes widespread
corruption, electoral hooliganism, theft of crude oil, and vandalisation of
pipelines.  It  makes  security  officers  to  extort  money  from  the  public
without  fear,  causes  executive  high  handedness,  nepotism,  perverse
political climate, godfatherism, political infiltration of anti-graft agencies,
rule of the rich, military hangover and scapegoatism. In fact,  the list  is
endless (Owasanoye 254-271). 
States bedeviled with impunity are characterised by infrastructural decay,
debt burden, poor welfare and inefficient public institutions. Impunity is
therefore,  a  significant  determinant  of  the  socio-economic  and political
development  outcomes  of  any  state.  It  determines  a  state’s  investment
climate,  both  in  the  short  and  long  run.  Thus,  a  state  with  a
preponderance  of  impunity  is  perceived  negatively  and  treated  with
disdain  by  its  citizens,  potential  investors  and  the  international
community at large.    
The outcome of a negative perception is the poor flow of Foreign Direct
Investments (FDIs) and other supports to the state. Impunity is therefore,
one of the most dangerous challenges a nation could face. It constitutes the
fundamental root of most of the misdeeds, in both the public and private
spheres of a nation. Impunity explains why government officials, groups
and individuals act contrary to the expectations of the law of the state. In
effect, impunity leads to bad governance with the attendant mass poverty,
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high  rate  of  crime,  corruption,  mercantilist  judiciary,  unemployment,
insecurity, etc. The question therefore, is, how can impunity be curbed? 
Acts  of  impunity  have  resulted  in  a  low  level  of  public  trust  and
confidence  in  state  machineries.  It  has  equally  resulted  in  a  Negative
Doing  Business  Perception  Index  (NDBPI)  for  Nigeria.  In  other  words,
impunity could be attributed as the bed rock of Nigeria’s development
challenges. The objective of this study is therefore to proffer measures to
curb impunity in our society. 
This research is of significance because its findings would contribute to the
much  needed  data  for  effective  planning,  especially  on  a  fundamental
issue like impunity. The findings will also serve as a basis for designing
policies to curb impunity.

Theoretical Framework
Immanuel  Kant,  a  famous  philosopher,  who  in  his  ethical  ideas  is
regarded  as  a  rule  non-consequentialist  theorist  as  he  expoused  the
determinations  of  his  Duty  Ethics.  Kant  expressed  the  view  that  it  is
possible to set up valid absolute moral rules by reasoning alone, not by
any other extraneous variable or recourse to any supernatural being or by
empirical  evidence  but  by  the  same  kind  of  logical  reasoning  which
establishes such indisputable truths in mathematics and logic as “2+2=4”
no circles are squares,” and “all triangles are three-sided”. 
As  part  requirement  to  uphold such moral  truths,  it  must  be logically
consistent, i.e., it cannot be self-contradictory as depicts in the statement,
“a circle is a square”. It must be universalizable; this means that it must be
able to be stated to apply to everything without exception, not just to some
or  maybe  even  most  things.  This  requirement  is  exemplified  in  the
statement, “all triangles are three-sided”.  To this there are no exceptions
as triangles may be of different sizes and shapes,  but are by definition
indisputably  and  universally  three-sided.  If  moral  rules  could  be
formulated and established in the same manner that Kant conceived of it,

Impunity in the Nigerian Society: What Duty?      336



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

then they too would be indisputable and therefore logically and morally
commanding to all human beings. 
In the view of Kant, once such rules have been established, one must obey
them out of a sense of duty. According to him, human beings are often
inclined  to  act  in  certain  ways.  But  inclinations  are  irrational  and
emotional  and since  we  seem to  operate  on whim rather  than reason,
when driven by this, people must force themselves to do what is moral out
of sense of duty. In essence, we might be confronted by many inclinations
of various sorts which may be moral and immoral,  but if we are to act
morally, we must rely on our reason and our will and act out of sense of
duty. 
Kant went further to explain that an act is simply not moral unless duty
rather than inclination is the motive behind it. In this regard, person who
is  merely  inclined  to  be  kind  and  generous  to  others  is  not  to  be
considered moral in Kant’s perspective. But however, if this person out of
certain unexpected experience in life, is no longer inclined to be kind and
generous toward others, but forces himself to do so out of a sense of duty,
is he acting in a moral manner. 
Kant’s  emphasis  we should note  is  on duty  as  it  pertains  to  following
clearly established absolute moral rules. 

What is Impunity?  
Impunity is as old as the society itself. The word – impunity derives from
the Latin word – impunitas, which literally means “without punishment
or exemption from punishment”. However, there is no consensus as to the
meaning of impunity. Hence, diverse definitions of impunity abound, with
each definition reflecting the perception of the respective writer. Despite
these divergence in definition, impunity is nevertheless, often associated
with the outright disregard for law or the rule of law, violation of human
rights and the abuse of legal-social power. 
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Impunity is a global phenomenon that permeates governmental structures
of states.  It  is  evident  in ministries,  departments,  agencies  and various
institutions. However, the degree of its manifestation varies from one state
to another, depending on the extent of the enthronement of the rule of law
by a state. As Louis Joinet (United Nations Special Rapporteur) observes,
in (Ekanem 48-56), impunity is a consequence of the – failure of states to
meet  their  obligations,  investigate  violations  and  take  appropriate
measures  (against)  perpetrators,  particularly  in  the  area  of  justice,  to
ensure that they are prosecuted, tried and duly punished; to provide the
victims with effective remedies and reparation for the injuries suffered,
and to take steps to prevent any recurrence of such violation. From Louis
Joinet’s observation, it is evident that the failure of a state to enforce the
rule  of  law  by  meting  out  appropriate  punishment  to  offenders  and
providing requisite  remedies  for  victims is  what  ushers in a culture of
impunity. 

The Political State and Impunity 
Scholars have argued that historically, the state arose for the purpose of
the  common good.  According  to  Thomas  Hobbes,  the  state  arose  as  a
reaction to the brutish, selfish and violent nature of human beings who
lived in a perpetual state of war. In order to check this brutish, selfish and
violent  nature  of  human  beings,  Hobbes  argues  there  was  a  need  to
enthrone an organ with a legitimate authority above and over the rest of
society. This was what led to the emergence of civil society – the political
state.  The people entered into a social  contract  whereby they ceded all
authority  and  sovereignty  to  a  single  person  or  sets  of  individual  in
exchange for security (Braithwaite 2012).
Although individuals would lose their liberty in this process, they would
gain security and community. Thus, the state has the responsibilities of
maintaining social order and the protection and preservation of individual
rights,  liberty and property. Scholars have argued that the state is both
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historically and morally obliged to provide institutional intrumentalities
toward the amelioration of the human condition (El-Rufai 2013). 

The Nigerian State and Impunity 
 The Nigerian state is characterized by a high level of corruption and a
general disregard for the welfare of the citizenry by those in governance.
This has made her a pariah in the comity of nations. However, attempts
have been made by successive governments over the years to stem the tide
of corruption and other associated  vices such as fraud, money laundering,
human  rights  violations,  etc.  In  view  of  this,  several  agencies  and
programmes have been established and designed to tackle these problems.
These  agencies  and  programmes  include  the  National  Human  Rights
Commission (NHRC), Independent Corrupt Practices and other Related
Offences  Commission  (ICPC),  Economic  and  Financial  Crimes
Commission  (EFCC),  Code  of  Conduct   Bureau  (CCB),  Advanced  Fee
Fraud and other Related Offences, Public Complaints Commission (PCC),
War Against Indiscipline and Corruption (WAIC), Mass Mobilization for
Social Justice and Economic Recovery (MAMSER), Negerian Police Force
(NPF), Standard Organization of Nigeria (SON), et cetera. 
The operations of these agencies have however, been marred by impunity,
especially  impunity  by  public  office  holders.  The  immunity  provision
enshrined in the Nigerian Constitution for public office holders has been a
bane  to  the  performance  of  some  of  these  agencies,  notably  the
Independent Corrupt Practices and other Related Offences Commission
(ICPC) and the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC). The
immunity  enjoyed by public  office holders  has  influenced their  actions
while in office. They act in total disregard for the rule of law, knowing they
cannot be brought to book while in office (Dash 1983). 

Impunity in Everyday Life: The Common-man Interface 
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Impunity persists  in everyday life in diverse ways amidst the common
men. In this vein, impunity could be described as the situation in which
people in the society believe that they can do whatever they want or like,
regardless  of  the  dictates  of  the  law.  From  this  angle,  impunity  has
permeated all facets of our national life. For example, the indescriminate
dumping  of  waste  on  the  high  ways,  such  as  the  dropping  of  empty
sachets of water on the roads after they have been duly swept by paid
sanitary workers is a typical manifestation of impunity in the daily life of
an average Nigerian (Dauda 2005). 
Similarly,  an  average  citizen  engages  in  arson,  murder,  assassination,
greed, thuggery, vandalization, et cetera without restraint. Thus, impunity
has become the norm of behaviour in the society.  A non-governmental
organization, LEDAP Report, titled Impunity in Nigeria: Report of Extra
Judicial  Executions,  Arbitrary and Summary Killings 2010-2011 ‘reveals
that an average of six persons was unlawfully killed every day in Nigeria,
while  one  out  of  fifty  six  Nigerians  similarly  died  from gun violence,
between 2010 and 2011. The report also indicated that despite this high
rate killings, only 8%  of the cases were prosecuted within the period, thus
resulting in an impunity rate of 92%. The submission here is that as the
vicious cycle of killings and retributions continue, peace remains a mirage
in Nigeria (Derin 2007). 

Courts and Speed of Prosecution of Offenders 
Courts are the barometers of impunity reversal potentialities. Also, courts
are the conscience of the people in civilized societies. They build public
confidence, restore justice and put the state on the path of growth and
development.  Courts  thus  become  double-edge  swords,  the  functional
outcomes of which depend on the nature of deployment. Once people are
aware misdemeanors and crimes will  be punished swiftly,  they tend to
conform  and  the  propensity  for  deviation  becomes  reduced.  However,
once courts fail, impunity thrives. Against the axiom of  justice delayed is
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justice  denied,  once  the  courts  falter  in  the  discharge  of  their  sacred
responsibilities, impunity becomes the norm and the paths to growth and
development become unclear and trapped. It is against this background
that this crucial indicator (speed of justice dispensation) was explored to
sufficiently capture the nuances of impunity in the country. For courts to
sufficiently  and  positively  counteract  impunity,  it  must  always  punish
impunity quickly to send a strong signal and serve as deterrents to would
be  perpetrators  of  impunity.  Findings  reveal  that  a  majority  of  the
respondents (91.0%) across the levels and organs of government submitted
that  courts in Nigeria do not always punish offenders quickly in the cases they
adjudicate,  especially  high  profile  cases.  Responses  on  this  indicator  were
unanimous showing how deep seated the issue is. Across the levels and
organs  of  government,  a  lot  of  the  respondents  were  of  the  view that
courts only sometimes dispense justice quickly (Daily Sun 1, 9).

Law Enforcement Agencies, Performance and Impunity
The perceived prevalence of impunity in Nigeria may not be as much of a
problem  as  the  perceived  attititude  of  law  enforcement  officers  and
organizations saddled with the responsibility of combating the scourge of
impunity. Once people see the law enforcement officers as incompetent
and frustrated in  their  duties,  the  possibility  of  reversing  the  trend of
impunity becomes somewhat  hopeless  as the tendency for  everyone to
engage  in  impunity  becomes  enlarged.  There  are  indications  that  law
enforcement  agencies  and  officers  are  frustrated  in  their  fight  against
impunity in the country. 

Discussion
A closer analysis shows that people are more aware of impunity cases at
the federal tier and executive arm. Moreover, the level of awareness tends
to descend by the level of government and organ of government. There is
more awareness at the federal level than at the state level and at the state
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level than at the local government level. The same could also be said of the
organs,  as  there  is  more  awareness  at  the  executive  arm  than  at  the
legislative arm and at the legislative arm than at the judiciary (except for
recent developments in that arm). 
From the proceedings of literature, it has been identified that the causes of
impunity in Nigeria can be attributed to seven factors. The factors are; 

1. Lack of political will by the government to deal with impunity 
2. Corrupt law enforcement officers 
3. Corrupt judiciary 
4. God fatherism 
5. Lack of information from the public 
6. Ethnicity and tribalism 
7. Poor legislation.

 

Measures to Curb Impunity 
1. Make  oneself  available  for  the  crusade  against  impunity: It  is

important for everyone to join the crusade to stop impunity in our
society. If everyone is involved, there will be nobody to commit the
crime. In addition, if one is involved in the fight against impunity it
becomes difficult to commit impunity. 

2. Sensitizing  the  public  on  the  dangers  of  impunity: The  print,
electronic  and  social  media  should  be  engaged  to  sensitize  the
public on the dangers posed by continued impunity in our society.
The public must be aware of these dangers so they do not make
impunity a way of life having known that impunity brings about
economic instability due to fall in foreign investements. 

3. Beseeching government to be more proactive in the fight against
impunity: Nigerians  are  predominantly  dormant  to  government
policy and inactive nature. There is the need for Nigerians to begin
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to hold their leaders accountable and responsible for their actions
and inactions where necessary. 

4. Inculcating moral values in oneself and others: We need to re-
orientate ourselves and shun all forms of impunity in us. If every
individual inculcate self value and moral in his or herself, it will be
difficult to exhibit traits of impunity. 

5. Supporting  the  government  to  fight  impunity: Where  the  need
arises,  we  should  join  the  government  in  fighting  impunity.  We
have  seen  instances  where  people  fight  government  for  fighting
impunity.  It  is  on  record that  Nigerians  always  fight  for  certain
public officials being prosecuted by government for corruption and
other vices. Example is the destruction of the Kaduna High Court
gate  by  supporters  of  former  Delta  State  governor,  Chief  James
Ibori. It must be noted that such act will not help in the fight against
impunity in our society. 

6. Preaching against impunity wherever you are: There is the need to
speak  against  impunity  wherever  we  find  ourselves.  Speaking
against it at all is a way of creating awareness that impunity is evil
and does not help anybody. 

7. Fighting  for  equality  before  the  law: We  must  also  fight  for
equality before the law if we must see the end to impunity in our
country. Equality before the law means no one be exempted from
the arm of the law irrespective of status and position in the society. 

Recommendations
1. The  political  class  should  show  more  examples  and  offenders

should be brought to book regularly and publicly. 
2. The  law  officers  must  protect  assistants’  identify  and  use

information and assistance discretely.
3. Nigerians should be partnered and encouraged to act positively at

all times as against just sentiments and perception. 

Impunity in the Nigerian Society: What Duty?      343



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

4. Showing high sense of patriotism and potentialities. The political
class should build on this to get positive response. 

5. It is important that the state through the government be responsible
and  declare/ensure  public  goods  and  basic  responsibilities  of
government to the people. 

6. The  political  class  should  empower  the  institutions  and  show
leadership to reverse impunity in the country. 

Conclusion
 On the strenght of our theoretical framework we conclude based on the
shared view with Kant that since it is impossible to set up valid absolute
moral rules by reason alone as the basis for the various acts of impunity,
there cannot be any duty which compels indulgence in them. 
We have also observed that rather than duty, perpetrators of impunity act
on  inclination,  emotion,  whim and caprice,  which  are  irrationed.  Why
then would irrationality assume the wide dimension it has taken in this
country? It is in response to this one central question that the study has in
earlier pages,  harped on measures to curb impunity as well  as made a
number of recommendations on the direction to curb impunity. 
This becomes necessary because where impunity is the order of public
behaviour,  the  state,  its  agencies  and  machineries  will  be  incapable  of
meeting the benchmark in investigating cases of rights and law violations
as well  as taking important steps toward bringing offenders to book in
ways that would serve as deterrent to others. On the other hand, in a state
where people perceive justice as entrenched and accessible, impunity is
traded off and individuals act in conformity with the norms regualting
behaviour. 

Works Cited
Akindele,  S.T.  “Corruption  and Economic  Retardation:  A  Retrospective

Analysis of Nigeria Experience since Independence.” in Bamisaye,

Impunity in the Nigerian Society: What Duty?      344



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

O.A.  (ed.)  Readings  in  the  Political  Economy  of  Nigeria  since
Independence. Lagos: Ventures. 1996. Print.

Amaraegbu, D. “Political Leadership and the Politics of Anti-Corruption
Project in Nigeria (1999 – 2000).” Journal of Sustainable Development
in Africa. Vol. 13, No. 1. 2011. Print.

 Babawale,  T.  and  Odukoya,  A.  “Civil  Society  in  Nigeria:  Conceptual
Issues and Perspectives.”  Unilag  Sociological  Review (USR),  Vol.  6.
2005. Print.

Braithwaite, T. A Speech Delivered being the Special Guest of Honour at
the  Distinguished  Lectures  Series  of  the  University  of  Lagos
Commemorating  the  50th Anniversary  of  the  University  on
Thursday 14th June, 2012. Print.

Dauda,  R.O.S.  “Fuel  Price  Hike  and Human Condition  in  Nigeria:  An
Ecletic Appraisal” in Felicia Durojaiye Oyekanmi (ed.) Development
Crisis and Social Change. Lagos: Department of Sociology, University
of Lagos. 2005. Print.

Dash, L. Mysterious Fires Plague Nigerian Investigations. The Washington
Post. 1983. Print.

Derin, K.O. Nigeria and the Politics of Unreason: A Study of the Obasanjo 
Regime. London: Adonis and Abbey, 2007. Print. 
Editor, Sun. “The Security Challenge in Abia.”  Daily Sun, October, 2010.

Print. 
Ekanem,  F.  “Culture  of  Impunity  and  the  Ambivalence  of  Nigeria’s

Political 
Class.” America Journal of Social Issues & Hummanities. Vol. 2(2), 2012. Print.
El-Rufai, N.A. “Impunity, Justice and Insecurity: What is the Role of the

Law”? 
An Address  delivered by Nasir  Ahmad El-Rufai  on Thursday,  May 23,

2013  at  the  NBA  Ikeja  Branch  Aka-Bashorun  Memorial  Lecture
2013, Ikeja, Lagos State. Print. 

Impunity in the Nigerian Society: What Duty?      345



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

Nonyelu, A.N., Uzoh, B., and Anigbogu, K. “No Light at the end of the
Tunnel: 

Corruption  and  Insecurity  in  Nigeria.”  Arabian  Journal  of  Business  and
Review (OMAN Chapter), Vol. 2, No. 6. 2013. Print. 

Owasanoye, B. “Rule of Law and National Development,” in Azinge, E.
and 

Owasanoye,  B.  (eds.)  Rule  of  Law  and  Good  Governance. Lagos:  Nigeria
Institute of Advance Legal Studies, 2009. Print.

Impunity in the Nigerian Society: What Duty?      346


