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Abstract 
This paper examines Africa as an enigmatic continent. It finds the problem 

of economic underdevelopment troubling African States in the midst of 

surplus mindboggling. Using the Nigerian experience as a case study, the 

paper interrogates the causation of Africa’s economic misfortunes; and 

charts a visionary way forward. Nigeria is called the giant of Africa not 

merely because of her population size; but because of her fertile lands and 

abundant natural resources endowments. Consequently, the factors of 

production and economic development are present aplenty in Nigeria; but 

the leadership needed to harness them for real development is lacking. 

This is due to the perverse political culture dominant in the country. 

Therefore, anchored on the historical research methodology, this paper 

chronicles economic development in Nigeria since pre-colonial times to 

illuminate this fact. In post-colonial Nigeria, it finds out that the politics 

and governance of Nigeria is the cog in the wheel of development 

progress in the country. Further, it finds that the synergy between politics 

and economics crucial for economic development to take place is lost in 

Nigeria. And this is the underlying factor propelling growth without 

development and poverty in Nigeria. Therefore, the paper maintained 

that for economic growth to translate beyond statistical figurative increase 

in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa, 

politics and governance must be repositioned than all else. 
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Introduction 

Africa is a starving mother. The second largest continent feeds and sustains 

others as their market; but suffers lack. It has a total land mass of about 11, 

730, 000 square mile and a population totaling approximately 1, 275, 920, 

972. And the continent covers 6% of the Earth’s total surface area and 20% 

of its land mass. Africa is bounded in the North by the Mediterranean Sea, 

in the North East by the Isthmus Suez and Red Sea, and in the South East 

by the Indian Ocean, and in the West by the Atlantic Ocean.1 Enclosed 

within its boundaries is the richest deposit and endowment of natural 

resources on Earth. Yet, Africa is paradoxically the most bastardised, 

endangered and aid dependent territoriality in the international system. 

And the people and politics of African States are squarely responsible for 

this. They have continued to breed and nurture corruption, poverty and 

economic backwardness. On the one hand, the people of Africa lead lives 

that lead straight to indebtedness, poverty and economic 

underdevelopment. Africans heavily borrow money to spend in the wrong 

places. They generally, especially Nigerians, monetise and spend lavishly 

on social ceremonies and festivities such as marriages, burial and other 

religious celebrations to the detriment of savings. While the political 

leadership of African States on the other hand, have made stomach 

infrastructural development the most pressing need of their citizenry. 

  

Although the economic development of a nation is gradual and 

progressive; but in Africa the unbridled investment in consumption by the 

governments and peoples of the continent had taken development farther 

from the region. However, out of apparent desperation for economic 

development, African leaders have resorted to initiating and adopting high 

target economic development goals such as Nigeria’s Vision20:2020. 

Resultantly, it has been observed in some quartres that in the economic and 

social fields, African States are trying to achieve in decades what took 

centuries to achieve in Europe and America. Consequently, the economic 

development aspiration of African States has been termed overambitious; 
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because the available resources and trained manpower needed to achieve 

their high economic development targets are notably inadequate.2 

Therefore, this paper deems it necessary to undertake a rethought of Africa 

economic development efforts. And because Nigeria is the most populous 

Black Nation, the paper uses the Nigerian example to buttress its point. 

From the Nigerian experience, it would establish that the fundamental 

problem of African economic development is that, since their independence 

most African States have been getting the vital first step to economic 

development, which is political development, all wrong.  

  

Across the globe, politics and economy are intertwined. Politics coordinates 

and regulates the economy for the good of all. And the economy nourishes 

and sustains politics and governance in any society. Good political 

leadership is needed to drive national economies towards growth and 

development. And economic growth requires the complete departure and 

transformation of an economy from its traditional economic structure to a 

diversified and industrialized modern economy. And this requires political 

will and visionary leadership to come to fruition. Granted, it is 

incontrovertible that factors such as the environment, available of resources 

(both human and materials), and science and technology are critical 

determinants of economic development; but it is a truism that without 

credible leadership to harness them, they amount to nothing. Previous 

studies on Africa economic underdevelopment such as that by Walter 

Rodney and Chinua Achebe traced the foundation of the continent’s 

economic dilemma to colonialism3 and the incidence of bad governance and 

corruption in public life.4 Thus, this paper seeks to expand the frontiers of 

existing knowledge on this problem by maintaining that the disconnect 

between politics and economics in Africa is the foundation of the 

continent’s economic underdevelopment.  

  

Therefore, the thrust of the paper is that the economic colouration and 

underpinning of politics, instead of the political steering and regulation of 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.1 March, 2020 
 

Rethinking Africa’s Path to Economic Development: The Nigerian Example   418 

the economy in Nigeria is a political economy contradiction. More so, with 

the current Nigerian population estimated by the United Nations as 

195,649,412, the paper would demonstrate that Nigeria’s dysfunctional 

political system is an economic and security threat to the nation. Nigeria 

has more mouth to feed and the development of her economy is central 

meeting this obligation. The failure to meet Nigeria’s raison d’ etre is 

capable of turning her teeming population against her; and create a readily 

available army for easy recruitment by mischief makers and disgruntled 

elements in the country to wreck economic havoc and make the nation 

ungovernable. Hence, the paper contends that the path to economic 

development in Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa lies more in the 

restructuring and repositioning of the political system to make it 

instrument of economic development and social justice; not economic 

exploitation and underdevelopment. 

 

Economic Development in Real Life Terms in Nigeria 

Since the emergence of the modern State system in 1648, it has been 

understood that the economic development of States is central to 

preserving their sovereignty and determining their status and relevance in 

the comity of nations. States with weak economy and unable to meet their 

obligations to their citizenry are classified as failed Third World Countries 

and failing States. Little wonder, the issue of economic development had 

always been a matter of top priority for States in the international society. 

To this end, in the eighteenth century when the United States of America 

(USA) gained her independence, the leadership of the country worked hard 

to secure the economic sovereignty of the nation through the adoption of 

the foreign policy of isolation. This enabled the USA to focus on all her 

attention on her economy, in order to effectively harness the resources of 

the nation for economic development. Put simply, politics and governance 

interacted well with the people and became instruments of economic 

growth and development. The patriotic political and foreign policy will 

power with which the economic development need of the USA was tackled 
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in post-1776 is today responsible for her economic stability, progress, and 

Superpower status in the international system. And for Americans this 

economic development translated into improved living standards, better 

welfare deals and social security. O.N. Njoku captures the transformation 

of the country this way, 

 

One of the compelling facts of American history in the 19th century 

is the transformation of the country from a rural agricultural 

economy to an urban industrial giant… By the expiration of the 

century, the USA had been conspicuously transformed… 

Agricultural and industrial production had increased several 

folds… The predominantly rural-agricultural economy had 

metamorphosed into an urban-industrial cornucopia in which 

machines had shoved humans aside… Manufacturing had replaced 

agricultural as the leading money earner and employer of labour. In 

fact, the USA had overtaken Britain as the industrial heartbeat of 

the world.5 

 

Therefore, the Federal Republic of Nigeria must borrow a leaf from the USA 

if she truly wants to be the giant of Africa. It is this regard, it behooves on 

this paper in this section to conceptually clarify economic development. 

This will provide the intellectual framework within which this paper would 

interrogate the real life meaning of economic development to average 

Nigerians. According to Rodney, “A society develops economically as its 

members increase jointly their capacity for dealing with their 

environment.”6 Conversely, M.L. Jhingan identifies the vicious circle of 

poverty, low rate of capital formulation, socio-cultural constraints, 

agricultural constraints, human resources constraints, and foreign 

exchange constraints, as a result of high illiteracy level, as problems of 

economic development in Third World countries.7 Implicit in this 

understanding is the fact that, economic development entails the deliberate 

political reversal of the aforementioned challenges. More so, Jhingan 
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maintained that the effective maximisation of a nation’s natural resources 

for economic development is dependent on the productive capacity of the 

people. This implies that in normal climes the people are both the means 

and ends of development; and the development partners of government. 

Hence, if the people are backward and illiterate, lack technical skill and 

knowledge, and devoid of entrepreneurial acumen then the natural 

resources of the nation will remain unutilized, or even misutilized.8 And 

this contention clearly illustrates the role of human capacity building to the 

economic development of any nation. 

 

However, in the view of T.O. Adeboye, the economic development of a 

State is determined by its level of per capita income. He contends that 

countries with high per capita income are generally termed developed 

economies; while those with low per capita income are described as 

developing, less developed, undeveloped economies or poor nations.9 

Along this line, Jhingan posits that economic growth is determined by a 

sustained quantitative increase in a country’s per capita output or income; 

and accompanied by expansion in its labour force, consumption, capital, 

and volume of trade. While economic development, is economic growth 

plus change. That is, quantitative change in economic wants, goods, 

incentives, institutions, productivity and knowledge; or the upward 

movement of the entire social system.10 This implies that, a nation can only 

be said to be developed economically when the growth in its economy is 

directly felt by the people. 

  

Therefore, this implies that in real life terms, economic development is the 

substantial improvement and transformation of the livings conditions of a 

people, enhanced welfare and happiness as a result of growth or expansion 

in the economy. Hence, in Nigeria, economic development to average 

Nigerians in real life economic terms is beyond statistical and figurative 

growth in the economy. It is more than a textbook and theoretical change 

in economic status evident in various World Bank and National Bureau of 
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Statistics (NBS) quatrely reports. Economic development to common 

Nigerians refers to the flattening of the poverty curve growing 

exponentially in the country. It is an economic phenomenon measured by 

social indicators. Specifically, to average Nigerians economic development 

means three daily square meals on the table, money in the pocket, decent 

housing, twenty four (24) electricity, portable drinking water, gainful 

employment and economic opportunities, welfare packages for the aged 

population, good health care system, and eradication of illiteracy and 

servitude. Hence, despite Nigeria’s current ranking as the biggest economy 

in Africa, the people feel it is all a hoax. Because the growth in the Nigerian 

economy does not rub off on them. In fact, the African Development Bank 

summary report noted Nigeria’s economy is the fastest growing Africa11; 

but poverty has continued to reign supreme in the country. 

  

The World Bank report of 2010 revealed that 68% of Nigerians are living 

below the poverty line of $1.25 (USD) per day.12 And the 2009/2010, the 

Harmonised Nigerian Living Standard Survey (HNLSS) carried out by the 

NBS to investigate Nigeria’s poverty profile based on demography, health, 

fertility, education and skill and training, employment, housing and 

condition of housing, social capital, agriculture, household income, 

consumption and expenses13 categorically showed that economic growth in 

Nigeria is yet to translate into improved living conditions and social 

security for Nigerians. It discovered that in the various categories of 

poverty ranging from food poverty, absolute poverty, relative poverty and 

dollar per day poverty (extreme poverty); the Nigerian portraiture is bad. 

And that poverty ratio in Nigeria, when compared with previous years and 

estimated population, has continued to grow like mushroom in the wild. 

This is demonstrable in the table below: 
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Table 1: Nigeria Poverty Profile, 1980-2010 

Year Poverty 

Incidence   

(%) 

Estimated 

Population (in 

Millions) 

Population in 

Poverty (in 

Millions) 

1980 27.2 65 17.1 

1985 46.3 75 34.7 

1992 42.7 91.5 39.2 

1996 65.6 102.3 67.1 

2004 54.4 126.3 68.7 

2010 69.0 163 112.47 

Source: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) based on HNLSS 2010, Nigeria 

Poverty Profile 2010, January 2012, p.11. 

 

However, another discovery of the HNLSS survey of 2010 in Nigeria was 

that economic growth in the country had not translated into rural 

development. This is because of the high incidence of poverty in the rural 

areas of Nigeria than in her urban metropolis. The 2010 poverty gap across 

the various levels of poverty in Nigeria is shown in the diagram below: 

 

Figure 1: Urban and Rural Poverty in Nigeria as at 2010 

Urban/Rural Incidence of Poverty by Different Poverty Measures 

 
Source: National Bureau of Statistics, Nigeria Poverty Profile 2010, January 

2012, p. 16. 
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It follows therefore from these economic realities in Nigeria that the 

economic development in real life terms is far from being attained in the 

country. In other words, although the Nigerian economy is experiencing 

modest growth in its Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the nation’s 

population growth is fast overshadowing her economic growth. And this is 

making it also impossible for the economy to equitably satisfy the need of 

all Nigerians. Hence, it should be said that as the economy of Nigeria 

increases, the Nigerian State develops economically, when she is able to 

commensurably expand her resources and capacity to deal effectively with 

population growth. This means that economic growth must always over 

exceed population growth at any given time, for the Nigerian economy to 

be able to cater for the needs and welfare of Nigerians. And this would be 

the real life indicator of economic development in Nigeria. 

 

Pre-1960 Economic Development in Nigeria 

From earliest times, the ecological division of Nigeria into three major 

economic zones the Savanna region, Tropical/Forest region, and Mangrove 

region had shaped and determined the economic activities and rate of 

development of Nigerian societies. In response to their environmental 

milieu, the peoples of pre-colonial Nigeria engaged in predominant 

economic activities such as farming, fishing, animal husbandry, hunting, 

gathering, indigenous industrialisation and trading. Trading as an 

economic activity during this period indicates that some economic activities 

were not widespread and this gave rise to exchange. However, regarding 

the nature of pre-colonial economic development in Nigeria, D.W. 

Phillipson writes that, 

 

For the vast majority of the time man has lived on earth, he has 

depended on hunting and gathering for his food. It is only 

comparatively recently that man has learned to produce his own food 

by cultivating crops or keeping domestic animals. So long as man 

was a hunter, he depended almost entirely on his environment for 
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his well-being and he had to adapt himself to any changes which 

occurred in his environment.14 

 

It logically follows from this view that during this period, the environment 

was a central determinant of economic development in Nigeria. Hence, 

Walter Rodney opined that development is an overall social process which 

is dependent upon the outcome of man’s efforts to deal with his natural 

environment.15 

  

It is instructive to note that the fact that the pre-colonial Nigerian economy 

was pre-dominantly agrarian and subsistence; does not mean it was docile 

and static. The economy was dynamic and exhibited all the trappings of 

economic growth and development. Accordingly, A.G. Hopkins notes that 

beyond engaging in foreign trade pre-colonial West African economies 

engaged in production. And this development prevents the economy from 

being static, inflexible, uniform, and essentially a simple and subsistence 

economy. It exhibited regional and occupational diversity, with a complex 

organization16; and the economy was fiscal. Consequently, S.O. Aghalino 

argued that, it would be either an over-simplification of a very complex 

issue, or at best a tacit display of the arrogance of ignorance for anyone to 

claim that the pre-colonial Nigerian economy was devoid of a monetary 

system, which could facilitate trade.17 Although agriculture was the matrix 

upon which all other economic activities were set, however, Aghalino 

reveals that trade was a noticeable feature of Nigerian pre-colonial 

economy, and money the means of exchange was not lacking. Hence, he 

identified brass rods, manilla, copper wires, cowries, iron rods, cloth, and 

salt as trade currencies in pre-colonial Nigeria.18 

  

Trading as a prominent economic activity in pre-colonial Nigeria was 

further ensured by the different climatic conditions of each of the county’s 

economic zone; which accounts for differences in cultivable food crops and 

other economic products. For instance, between the Savanna and 
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Mangrove, Savanna and Tropical, and Mangrove and Tropical regions the 

prevalence of cattle and horses, fishes, farm crops such as Kola respectively 

because climatic differences of each zone prompted exchange and trade. 

Consequently, in his “Pre-colonial Economy and Transportation in Northern 

Nigeria,” G.O. Ogunremi demonstrated the centrality of transportation as 

an aid to trade and economic activity during the period. He writes that, 

 

The existence of internal and long distance trade in the savanna 

areas of Northern parts of Nigeria is indicative of the effective use of 

transport facilities… Output targets were geared not merely to 

subsistence needs, but also trade, which was regular and 

widespread…19 

  

The pre-colonial economic development of Nigeria, S.C. Agubosi20 

observed reached a milestone in the 19th century. He writes that Nigeria 

experienced agricultural revolution during the period; because of the 

introduction of new food and cash crops and new methods of farming and 

processing them. Further, he maintained that this economic development 

was triggered by the industrial revolution in Europe. During the period, the 

increased European demand for Nigerian cash crops like cotton, palm oil, 

palm kernel and cocoa among others to feed their industries fast tracked 

international economic relations (legitimate trade) between Nigeria and 

Europe. To this end, Christian missionaries, agents of European States, 

helped bolster agricultural reforms in Nigeria to secure the economic 

interests of their governments. More so, the American civil war which 

caused cotton scarcity in Europe forced Britain to turn to Nigeria as an 

alternate source of cotton. And the impact of the economic depression of 

the nineteenth century on businesses in Europe opened European 

businessmen to Palm oil trade in Nigeria.21 

  

But in 1900, Nigerian economic development was given a fillip with the 

advent of colonialism. It consolidated Nigeria’s nineteenth century 
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economic change and agricultural development; through the establishment 

of critical economic institutions, introduction of modern currency and 

banking system; and integration of the Nigerian economy into the global 

capitalist economy. According to Michael Crowder colonial rule improved 

the traditional economy of Nigeria through the provision of means of 

communication, agricultural reform, education, healthcare, and a 

monetized commercial economy.22 However, there is nonetheless a 

contrary view championed by Walter Rodney that, colonial rule is 

primarily responsible for the economic dislocation of Nigeria; and the bane 

of her economic underdevelopment.23 In this regard, S.A. Olanrewaju 

maintained that the colonial infrastructures: inland waterways, railways, 

roads, monetary system and banking were not provided to serve the 

development need of Nigeria, but were provided to facilitate British 

exploitation of Nigerian economy.24 Consequently, J. Ihonvbere and Toyin 

Falola concluded that given the Eurocentric purposes to which the colonial 

infrastructures were deployed, that they can at best be described as either 

unintended development provided to facilitate the penetration of the 

hinterland, manage contradictions, and deepen exploitation and 

incorporation. 25 

  

Yet, despite the lingering debate on the nature of colonial infrastructural 

development in Nigeria, it is beyond controversy that the colonial 

authorities introduced conceptualised economic development planning 

into Nigeria as a deliberate effort to improve the Nigerian economy. 

Edward Jide Ayo captures this contribution thus, 

 

Nigeria’s experience in development planning began with the ‘Ten 

Year Plan of Development and Welfare for Nigeria’ introduced in 

1946 by the colonial government, under the colonial Development 

and Welfare Fund.26 
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However, Ayo points out that the main objective of this economic 

development plan was the building of Nigeria’s transport and 

communications systems; with little provision for her industrial 

development.27 More so, with respect to agriculture, the economic 

development plan gave attention to a limited range of cash crops such as 

cocoa, palm products, cotton, groundnut, and timber log28 which obviously 

would benefit Britain more. Hence, inherent in the pattern of development 

it introduced lays the weakness of the colonial economic development plan. 

It was designed to upgrade Nigerian economy chiefly for the benefit of the 

British metropolis. 

  

Thus far, it could be deduced from this analysis that, Nigeria from early 

times has had a staggered economic development history. The Nigerian 

economy overtime and space has experienced both economic growth and 

development. It has experienced expansion evident in increased economic 

activities, productions, and output; and even economic recession which 

cause both downward and upward slopes of the demand and supply 

curves in Nigeria. And this serves as a testament of the dynamism and 

capacity of the Nigerian economy to respond to the internal and external 

forces of economic change. Therefore, at this juncture, this paper will now 

interrogate the measures adopted since post-colonial era to maximize 

production, attain equilibrium demand and supply, and overall economic 

development in Nigeria. 

 

Paths to Economic Development in Post-Colonial Nigeria 

The foregoing pre-1960 economic development history of Nigeria shows 

that the Nigerian economy had never been stagnant. In terms of volume of 

economic activities and productivity from the pre-colonial times down to 

the colonial era, the economy of Nigeria proved to be an economy in 

transition. However, regardless of the inherent contradictions in Nigeria’s 

colonial economy evident in the exploitative and resource diffusionist 

nature of production; the economy of Nigeria still experienced significant 
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changes and continuity that without doubt laid the foundation on the post-

colonial economy of Nigeria was built. Hence, Onwuka Njoku observes 

that, 

The demise of colonial rule along with the advent of independence 

brought great expectations of prosperity to Nigerians of all walks of 

life. The nationalist politicians who took over the governance of the 

country promised a bright future to all Nigerians. Colonial 

exploitation was to be replaced with reward for hard work. All the 

colonial obstacles to economic and social empowerment and 

development were to be dismantled.29 

 

However, it should be mentioned that Nigeria in 1960 joined the comity of 

nations as a predominantly agrarian economy. Putting this into 

perspective, Olufemi Ekundare explains that: “Nigeria has a wealth of 

agricultural resources. The country has a vast area of arable land on which 

almost all tropical crops can be grown. Agricultural production consists of 

local crops for domestic consumption and a number of export crops… for 

example, palm oil, groundnuts, and cotton.”30 Thus, because of the 

centrality of agriculture in the post-colonial Nigerian economy, agricultural 

development and transformation efforts became the first conceivable path 

towards economic development taken during the period. 

  

To this end, the Nigerian government introduced a wide range of 

agricultural reform programmes to help revamp the sector. In Southern 

Nigeria, these included the Government Plantation Scheme (GPS), Farm 

Settlement Scheme (FSS), Poultry Expansion Scheme (PES), and the Small 

Tree-Crop Scheme (STCS).31 While in Northern Nigeria, the Demonstration 

Extension programme (DEP) was adopted. These programmes were aimed 

at providing incentives along with complementary inputs to private 

farmers in their traditional institutional milieu.30 But this path to Nigerian 

economic development was truncated in the 1970’s, when petroleum came 

of age because of the oil boom. Oil and gas now displaced agriculture as the 
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economic placenta of Nigeria and her main income and foreign exchange 

earner.32 

  

The rise of Nigeria’s oil economy led to the complete eclipsing of 

agriculture: the highest employer of labour in the nation. Oil and gas 

revenue now emerged as the cornerstone of economic development 

planning in Nigeria. Edward Ayo maintained that in a bid fast track 

economic development, the Nigerian government adopted systematic 

economic planning as a means of accelerating the growth rate of the 

national economy and improving the standard of living of her people.33 This 

path paved the way for formulation of several economic development plans 

ranging from: the First National Development Plan (1962-68), Second 

National Development Plan (1970-74), Third National Development Plan 

(1981-85), Fourth National Development Plan (1981-85), Post-Fourth 

Development Plan Period (1985-1987), Fifth National Development Plan 

(1988-1992), The Three-Year Rolling Plan (1990-92); until the emergence of 

the National Planning Commission of Nigeria in 1992/93 to champion the 

economic development drive of the country.34 

  

However, it is worthy of mentioning that in the 1980’s following the fall in 

international price of oil, the Nigerian economy experience what has been 

described as the ‘Oil Doom’. The fall in the price of crude oil in the 

international market to less than $10 per barrel, it could be said raised the 

economic blood pressure of Nigeria. There was agony and despair among 

Nigerians during this period because the fate of the nation has been tied to 

oil. More so, the oil shock caused poverty and hardship to increase in 

Nigeria. Consequently, in an effort to ameliorate the suffering of the people, 

Nigerian leadership was advised by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

to restructure the economy of the country away from oil and gas. This 

recommendation culminated in the adoption of the Structural Adjustment 

Programme (SAP) as new economic development path in 1986.35 The main 

objective of SAP was to reduce Nigeria’s fiscal imbalance, by 
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recommending short-term solutions to improve Nigerian economy in the 

longrun.36 But like the agricultural development programmes and 

economic development plans, the structural adjustment programme failed 

to salvaged the post-colonial Nigerian economy due to Nigeria’s 

dysfunctional political system. 

  

Further, providing additional insight into why SAP and planning in general 

failed to achieve economic development for in Nigeria and other West 

African countries, Jide Olagbaju and Toyin Falola contend that, 

 

The problem West African countries face in planning and 

implementing development plans arises from the basic 

characteristics of their underdeveloped economies. Lack of adequate 

and useful data about the sectors of the economy has been a 

hindrance to the formulation or preparation of plans.37 

  

It is incontrovertible that the fundamental reason behind the lack of data 

for planning is the politicisation of census in Nigeria. Instead of conceiving 

national population census as a critical economic tool for data gathering to 

aid planning and development; Nigerian elites see it as an opportunity to 

falsify figures to get more access to the national cake. And this is 

undoubtedly true of the 1962 and 1963/64 population census that produced 

one of the fiercest conflicts ever witnessed in Nigeria; because of the 

political manipulation of census figures. Adele Bamgbose38 explains that 

population census figures are falsified and inflated by political elites of 

Nigeria’s federating States to gain advantage in revenue sharing and 

acquire more seats in the House of Representatives. And this buttresses the 

contention of this paper that the problem of economic development in 

Nigeria since 1960 is more political than economic. Politics as the bane of 

development resonates in Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson’s view in 

“Why Nations Fail: The Origin of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty”, that Third 

World Countries are underdeveloped because their leaders continuously 
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adopt theories that do not work, and do not known which policy will enrich 

their citizens.39 They insist that, 

 

Poor countries are poor because those who have power make choices 

that create poverty. They get it wrong not by mistake or ignorance 

but on purpose.40 

 

Politics of Underdevelopment in Post-Colonial Nigeria  

Since her independence, Nigeria’s economic development prospect has 

been eclipsed and undermined by the contradictions in the nation’s body 

politics. Politics in post-independence Nigeria, instead of fostering 

economic development, is fundamentally gingering economic 

underdevelopment and backwardness in the nation. This is because politics 

in the country has dovetailed into an economic activity, and the most 

lucrative one at that. It is not an instrument for coordinating and regulating 

the economy; it is an integral part of the economy. For the political elites, 

politics opens floodgates of wealth and guarantees generational economic 

freedom through the unsanctioned looting of public fund it enables. And 

for the populace, political participation through electioneering is 

considered an economic opportunity never to be missed. Nigerians 

arguably look forward to election years, because they see it as a golden 

opportunity to get their own share of the national cake. Whether serving as 

pooling unit officers, returning officers, pooling agents or voters, the people 

are basically after the legitimate and illegitimate economic gains they could 

reap from the process; and not in its credibility and the emergence of 

development oriented leaders. And this political culture constitutes what 

this paper describes as the politics of underdevelopment. 

  

Consequently, Remi Chukwudi Okeke observes that, there is politics 

without progress; and democracy without development in Nigeria.41 

Nonetheless, politics is still vital for the political and economic survival of 

Nigeria as in elsewhere. Demonstrating the centrality of politics in nation, 
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Andrew Heywood opines that politics takes place within a polity, a system 

of social organization centered upon the machinery of government.  It is 

practiced in cabinet rooms, legislative chambers, government 

departments… and it is engaged in by a limited and specific group of 

people notably politicians, civil servants, and lobbyists.42 And portraying 

its centrality to economic development, Onwuka Njoku observed that: 

“Every economy operates within a social and political context which it 

influences and is influenced by it.”43 More so, A. Appadorai posits that, 

economics touches politics at more than one point because the productions 

and distribution of wealth are largely influenced by government, and the 

solution to most economic problems must come through political 

channels.44 

  

It is along this line Sam Oyovbaire observed that since the development of 

political parties and party politics in Nigeria, the State has been committed 

to democracy. Because it is believed to be the ideal political and 

constitutional arrangement in which the values of liberalism, economic 

development, national integration and social welfare can grow and be 

durably sustained.45 But since 1960, politics in Nigeria has been counter-

productive. It has ever since been the bane of Nigeria’s economic 

underdevelopment and backwardness. The phenomenon of politics of 

underdevelopment emerged as a result of the regionalisation, ethnicization 

and commercialisation of politics in Nigeria. And the commercialisation of 

politics in Nigeria is particularly responsible for converting it into a viable 

business and highly rewarding investment destination for political 

godfathers, academicians and other professionals, traders, contractors, 

builders, farmers, traditional rulers, teachers, youths and unemployed 

graduates among others. Thus, politics in Nigeria has become an essential 

part of the unending intricate struggle for scare resources46 as pointed out 

by Richard Joseph. 
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In this fierce economic struggle called politics in Nigeria, Ola Balogun 

writes that, there is open use of party patronage to secure contracts, and 

other economic benefits for the leadership group and their clients.47 Hence, 

it is safe to assert that the main concern of Nigeria’s political elites since 

independence borders on, how to share or not to share the meager ‘national 

cake’ that could be baked out of the Nigerian economy. They are apparently 

uninterested in seeking new ways to stimulate Nigeria’s industrial growth; 

and they are observably disinterested in creating new employment 

opportunities through diversification of the Nigerian economy, which will 

make it possible for the abundant manpower of the country to find 

meaningfully and gainful employment in the productive economic 

activities.48 More so, demonstrating the role of politics of ethnicity and 

regionalism in subverting economic development in Nigeria, Njoku reveals 

that they have become determinant of who gets what, when and how the 

country. He captured it this way, 

 

Another important feature of Nigeria’s political economy is the 

central role government assumed not just in the matter of national 

economic policy, but also in direct economic production and 

management… Politics and bureaucracy have become critical 

mediators in the economy. Appointment to management position is 

based on loyalty to... political party, god-fatherism, ethnic and 

religious affiliation than merit… Major industries were established 

in the home states of influential political figures. Economic viability 

was little weighted.49 

  

Therefore, Martin Meredith rightly concluded that, downplaying the need 

for economic development that political officeholders have been using 

every opportunity by to accumulate empires of wealth for themselves and 

their patrons. And they have used their position to improve both their 

personal lot in life and party’s fortunes. Political officeholders have also 

commandeered and dipped their hands into public resources to reward 
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their supporters, family and friends with jobs, contracts, loans, 

scholarships, use and even ownership of government properties and any 

other favours within their purview.50 Further, Nigeria’s dysfunctional 

political system is evident in the ease with which political cross carpet from 

one political party to another in search of greener pastures. Because politics 

in Nigeria has no ideological base that holds members of Nigerian political 

parties together as one compact unit. The result of this is that, politics in 

Nigeria is not issue based, nor problem solving oriented. To this end, 

politics serves more to build strong individuals than strong economy. In 

this circumstance, the politics as an instrument of underdevelopment had 

ensured the entrenchment and normalisation electoral malpractices as 

political norms in Nigeria.  

  

With no hold back, election has become a do-or-die contest characterized 

by thuggery, intimidation, multiple voting, ballot box snatching, vote 

buying, and violence. Consequently, the electoral decadence in Nigeria has 

continued to engender bad leadership and governance in the country. And 

the cumulative effect of this development on the Nigerian economy is that, 

it has significantly severed the intricate tripod of relationship between 

politics, governance, and development as is obtainable in normal climes.51 

This development has also reinforced the vicious circle of poverty and 

economic underdevelopment plaguing Nigeria. Because after the 

electorates arguable and king makers of modern Nigeria sell the right to 

rule to the highest rigger; the political merchant to it is sold emerges as a 

ruler instead of a leader. Who will settle down to recover the cost of 

electioneering and mercilessly harvest public fund as dividends of 

democracy. In this context, leadership (buyers of power) in Nigeria is 

hardly interested in the welfare and happiness of the people (sellers of 

power) who mortgaged their future and the economy future of Nigeria for 

as much as ₦5000.  
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Nigerian Economic Development: The Path Forward 

The modern Nigerian economy is at a crossroad. It faces what has been 

described as a dilemma of economic development. This economic 

development dilemma W.E. Orukpe and B.O. Omoruyi contend centres 

squarely on deciding the best path to take to drive Nigeria’s economy 

towards sustainable development.52 Consequently, they identified 

infrastructural development, privatization, indigenization, diversification 

of the economy, skill acquisition, and human capacity building as viable 

ways forward.53 In this regard, M.I. Nwoye adds that the development of 

small and medium scale businesses in Nigeria is critical for promoting 

industrialization and economic development. He notes that, small and 

medium scale enterprises help increase the per capita income, output, 

employment opportunity, enhance economic balance through industrial 

dispersal… promote resource utilization critical to engineering economic 

growth and development.54 However, it is instructive to note that since 

1960, Nigeria has anchored her economic development on mixed economy 

model; which encouraged the government and private partnership in 

development and government’s role as economic regulator to enable small 

and medium scale businesses to thrive. 

  

The mixed economy development model in Nigeria, better served the 

interest of the country during the Cold War era (1945-1991). But it failed to 

bring about the desired economic development in Nigeria as the years went 

by. And this has made fanned the clamor from different quatres in Nigeria 

for the nation’s economists and policy makers to look inwards for 

indigenous development plans and blueprints. Hence, like the American 

isolationist foreign policy that helped drove the economic interest of the 

USA in her early years; Nigeria needs strong unambiguous domestic and 

foreign policy frameworks centred solely on her economic interest. Along 

this line, several well intended policies and economic diplomatic 

frameworks were tried to no avail. Therefore, the persistence of economic 

underdevelopment in Nigeria is what informed this rethinking of Africa’s 
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path to economic development. In response to the development need of 

Nigeria, the paper observes that because of the central role politics had 

played in obstructing economic development in Nigeria since 1960, the way 

forward for Nigeria’s economic development resides synchronising politics 

and economics in the country. 

   

In post-colonial Nigeria, the selfish economic interest of her political elites 

had sundered politics and economics in the nation. Instead of politics being 

the regulatory framework and the provider of the enabling environment for 

the economy to develop; politics is derailing the economy. Therefore, the 

sanitisation and repositioning of the Nigerian political system the paper 

argues will help reverse the trend. For this to take place, party politics and 

electioneering need to be conducted patriotically and strictly regulated by 

law. Ideology politics also needs to be enshrined in the Nigerian 

Constitution. This would go a long way in curb ethnic, regional and 

clientele politics hindering Nigeria’s economic development. Further, it 

will facilitate the emergence of credible and development oriented leaders 

and good governance in Nigeria. Ideology and issues based politics will 

help elevate economic development concerns to the front burners of 

governance. This in the long run will bring about the economisation of 

politics and not the commercialisation of politics. When economic issues 

become the core of politics in Nigeria, it will aid the transition of political 

parties beyond platforms for resource grabbing; it will make them 

instruments of economic development. Therefore, political parties will start 

playing the economic role of articulating and aggregating of economic 

development issues that need formulation of public policies to resolve 

them.55 

  

More so, based on their closeness to the people at the grassroots levels, 

political parties will become the connecting bridge or vehicle through 

which the economic needs of rural dwellers will get to the public policy 

domain. This will serve to eliminate minority agitation over economic 
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exclusionism and marginalisation in Nigeria. To this end, Augustine 

Ikelegbe maintains that, 

 

Political parties articulate the needs, demands and interest of their 

members and supporters and mediate, compromise and aggregate 

them into courses of policy action.56 

 

Consequently, it logically follows that political parties have the capacity to 

become economic infrastructure for development. And they can play 

crucial roles in providing answers to the economic question such as what 

to produce, how to produce, and for whom to produce? More so, political 

party reengineering in Nigeria will ensure that their campaign manifestoes 

and programmes eventually emerged as the bedrock of Nigeria’s economic 

development planning and implementation. In this regard, the Nigerian 

electorates will be able to contribute indirectly to the economic 

development of Nigeria. They will do this by making informed electoral 

decisions based one development visions and competence of political 

aspirants.  

  

Economising politics in Nigeria the paper insists is the ultimate goal of 

political overhaul in the country; and this is long over-due. It is critical for 

stemming the tide of corruption in government and public life in Nigeria. 

Economic development efforts have for long been stalled by looting, 

misappropriation, and embezzlement of public fund; and the collection of 

kick-backs from contractors: which has encouraged poor execution of road 

construction projects, the use of sub-standard materials to execute projects, 

and even uncompleted projects. Understandably, corruption in Nigeria, in 

some quatres had described as the fourth organ of government eroding the 

nation’s infrastructural and industrial development. Therefore, the paper 

contends in the final analysis that the quick fixing of Nigeria’s political 

problems is an economic exigency that cannot be overemphasised. Because 

the political remediation of Nigeria is the key to making politics and 
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economics interact well for the economic good of Nigerians. Hence, Chinua 

Achebe concluded that, 

 

The trouble with Nigeria is simply and squarely a failure of 

leadership. There is nothing basically wrong with the Nigerian 

character. There is nothing wrong with the Nigerian land or climate 

or water or air or anything else. The Nigerian problem is the 

unwillingness or inability of its leaders to rise to the responsibility, 

and the challenge of personal example which are the hallmarks of 

true leadership.57 

 

Conclusion 

Africa is the resource richest continent on Earth, yet the poorest in the world 

in terms of economic development. And Nigeria the most populous African 

country and biggest economy in the region is symptomatic of this problem. 

Nigeria is very rich in terms of human and material resources but her 

citizenry are very poor. This paper finds that since 1960, the well-intended 

efforts made to reverse Nigeria’s economic conundrum have been 

truncated by her dysfunctional politics and governance. It fundamentally 

worked against the success of economic development measures such as the 

mixed economy model, agricultural reform programmes, industrialisation, 

development planning, economic diversification, indigenisation, 

privatisation, and even the structural adjustment programme. The paper 

identified this political dysfunction as the politics of underdevelopment. 

Further, the paper argued that the barrage of electoral irregularities in 

Nigeria consolidates bad leadership and governance obstructing economic 

development. Therefore, the paper insists that since the bane of Nigeria and 

Africa’s economic underdevelopment is more political than anything else; 

the political reengineering of the polity holds the key to the real economic 

development of African States. 
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