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The prtper explores the theoretical Lurlerpirtrtirtgs to the cluestions of dernocracy,

legitimacy and accotuttabiLity. It is generolLy asswnecl thot clenrocracy ancl legitimacy are

syinbiotic, rurl that political accormtabilir y* .fLrrther enhances systent's legitirnacy which ilr

tunt ensures survival oJ'dcmrtt'rucy. This poper simply assuttTes that political legitimacy
cr,tnnotes o relutionsltip bet,,seert rulers ottti the rulecl v,hiclt ref'ers to the ntoral condition
of incliviclttuls in ntoclent pol iti.ttl c'ontnitutitics. There.fore, to srty that citizens are loyal to

the stota intplies that lego! tmd politicrtl reqtLirenterls oJ the state uuthoriryn ought to be

ctrpobla ol justi.fir:ation. One importrutt r:onclitiort or irtgreclient Jbr this justi.fication is

prot,irlcrl bt, tlernot:racy tutcl uccotutabilit\. 'fhis paper tl'rerc.fbre erplains the conrrcctiott
'(utlolg 

these irnportont social rurl politicctl c'oncepts. lt tlten (Lrgues tlrct the problent witlt

Nigeiirt is that o.f'deruocrctcr- withoti accoruttobilitv ort orte hcutd ancl clentocrttcv that has

noi grurrrtrtteecl Legitintac!- on tl'Le other hanrl. This hos beut tlte burc of legitinmct itt

Nigerict.
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Introduction
There is a general tendency among political
theorists to assume an automatic and/or
inextricable nexus among democracy, political
accountability and legitimacy of government
(Held 1993, Johari 2001, Vernon 2001,

Fjeldstad and Isaksen 20QS). Also a strong
causal relationship between legitimacy and

stability has been identified, not only in many
explanations of political conflicts in the liberal
democracies of the West (Parson 1963, Gamson

1968) but also in the understanding of endemic
and persistent political crises that are

characteristic of the third world (Ekeh 1985,

Osaghae 1994 ,Ogundiya 2001). By implication
the survival of every system depends largely,
ceteris paribus, on how democratic, accountable
and legitimate such a system is. For instance

Bwy's (1992) measure of legitimacy includes an

index of the degree to which the governments in
his study are democratic, on the assumption that

democratic governments enJoy greater

legitimacy. 'l'his premise is not always valid
because democracy is associated with a host of
other tactors such as institutionalization of
conflict nianagement, nature of political
opposition, societal cohesiott and cultural
influences. so that any zero order relationship
fbund between legitimacy and political stability
is likely to be spurious (Useem 1982). However,
if democracy is seen as a means to an end, the

thesis may be valid to a large extent that
democratic processes are likely to produce a
procedurally legitimate government, which is
one of the requirements for regime's legitimacy.
l,egitimacy like a tripod, according to Beetham
(1991) rests on three legs: acknowledged source

of authority under-pinning the rules of
appointment to the leading offices of state; the

capacity of its institutions to facilitate
achievements of the ends or purposes of
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.alovernment and thc rcgular exprcssion of
consent.

Another critical issuc to dcmocracy and
legitimacy is accounrability. Moncrielfe iZOOf ;
persuasivcly ar-c,ucs that thc lcgitimacy ol. and.
pcrhaps thc stability ol't"hc democratic iystem is,
in part. dependent on thc cxtcltt to which thc
electorates believc that the governmcnt and
othcr public ol'ficials arc operating in the public
interest. It therefbre meitns that the pervasivc
and endemic crisis o1' legitimacy and recumcnt
instabilitics in thc third worlcl are not only thc
symptoms, bLrt also thc consequcnccs ol'
undcmocratic and non-accountable govcrnmcllt.

'l'he {bcus of' this paper is to cxantinc thc
ncxus among dcmocracy, political accorrnt_
ability and lcgitirnacy with a vicw to c:tahlish
our thcsis that thc problcm with Ni-ecril is that
of 'dcmocracy without accountability' on thc
onc hand and that ol' 'dcmocracy that has not
guaranteed lcgitimacy' on the other hancl. 'l'hcn.
what is dcmocracy and how does it rclatc to the
concepl. tll' tccounrahili ty and lcgi timacy,?

Dcmocracy: C'onceptual and'l'heoretical
Ilxplorations
I)cinocracy has reccivcd cnormous attcntion
morc than any other political conccpt. in
academic discoursc in the: rcccnt tintc and it
scems the morc it is discussed, thc morc
ambiguous thc concept scems to becomc.'l'his is
so because democracy in its cun-ent usagc has
bccomc anothcr word fbr political deccniy ancl
civilization and has assumed more or lcss an
'honorific titlc' (Orvolabi 1999:3). Morc
importantly, thc conccpt accu-ding t.o Brcnnan
and Lowensky (1989:l) has 'passed into rhc
cataloguc ol- univcrsal virtucs to thc extcnt that
many authoritarian and lascist rcgimes now lay
claim to democracy. IIence rcgimes with somc
claims to democracy and also claiming
lcgitimacy on this -e,round have an important
placc in conrcmpor:.rry politics (Vcrnon 2001:l)
Apart liorn bein-e polirically liishionablc rhe
conccpt is also idcologically Ioaded. lrrclccd
Gitonga ( I 986:(r) wrir.es.

'l'lrcrc i.s tto tloubt however thtil thc
sttbslcutce or contenl ql yvlufi i.l
tla.ycribed u.t denror:rcttit: is u .fiutctiorr
o.l'tlrc ideologicul bent of'the tenn. As
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the ideologic:ol bents or politicol
.fumilies ure nt(u.t\: cmtl diver.se, so too
are tlrc meanings attachetl to tht: term.

In its classical sensc dcmocracy is a Greek
word which moans 'pcople's rule' or ,rule 

by
thc pcoplc'. 'l'hc cmphasis hcrc is on thc rolt
and the placc ol'thc pcople in govcrnment. By
implication clemocracv fftcans thc acceptancc ol'
the basic cclr-rality o1' men as humanJ and thc
basic rcsponsibility ol'all adulr men and wor]ten
{br thcir own dcstiny. Democracy cannot bc
divorccd lr-om eclualit,v- ('l'ovo: 1994:9). It is
scrmanc Lo notc howcvcr. that dcnrocr-acy in its
classical scnso. that is. thc principle of popular
participation in thc maxirnum s"nse ,nuy not bc
rcalistic today becausc of the size of thc
contcmporitry polity which is {ar higher than thc
Athenian city-statc which is thc ncarest to thc
rcalization of thc ideal of popLrlar participation.'l'hcrcfbre. rvithin thc history o1, dcmocratic
thcory lics a dccp rootcd conf-lict about whethcr
dcmocracl, shor"rld mean some kind ofpopular
powcr (a form o1'politics in which citizens arc
cngaeed in ..clf -sovernment and sclf-rcgulation)
or an aicl to dccision-making (a means o{'
conf'crring aLrthority on thclsc periodically voted
into o1'licc). 'l'his conl'lict according to Fleld
(1993:15) has sivcn risc to three basic variants
of dcmocracv: Participatory dcmocracy. I_ibcral
or rcprcscntativc dcmocracy and one
party/soci al dcrnocracy.

Modern liberal and libcral democraric
thcorics havc consrantly sou_e,ht tc, justily
sovcrci_en powcr ol'the state while at thc samc
tirnc justi{ying limits on that power. Liberal or
rcprcscntativc democracy is a svstcm of rulc
cmbracing clectcd oI'l'icials who undertake to
represcnt thc interest or vicrvs ol'citizens within
the l-ramc',v<trk of thc rulc o1' Iaw. 'l'o count as
Iibcral, clcmocratic rce,imcs mllst meet a certain
standard ol' clcctoul accountability. and providc
sonrc lcvcl of' constitutionally protccted libcrty
to thcir citizcns (Vcrnon 2001:l). 'fhis is thc
lirnitccl scnsc in which many people havc
conccivcd ol' dclnocracy today and one which
has gaincd widcr acccptancc among thc
countrics ol' thc wclrld.

'I'hoLrgh libcral dcmocracy has -gaincdpromincnce in thc contcmporary world, it has
ncvor cc:.rscd to be in question from tho



standpoint ol'political thcory. Its jr-rstif ication is
often doubtcd gencrally on thc ground that its
virt.ues art: too minimal. or clsc, additionally, on

thc ground that its practiccs t'all short ol' its
claims: and cvcn thosc who approvc ol'it dcI'cnd
it in vcry di1'fbrcnt ways. so that it is hard to find
a basic lrccount of it that is sharcd among iLs

supporters. let alonc sharcd betw'ccn its
supporters and its critics, who at'c olien at cross-
purposes cntirely (Vcrnon 20Ol:l-2). ln
Marxist argument. libcral dcmocratic socicty
lails whcn .judgcd b), its own protniscs. Antong
Ihcsc promiscs arc: political participation or
gcncral ir.n,olvcmeltt nrcdiatcd by

rcprcscntativcs it-t dccisions af'f'ccting thc rvholc
conrmunity, itccountablc govcrntttcnt: and

{iccdom to protost and rclbrnr (l}obbio
1987 66), Marx himscll' cttt isasctl thc
rcplacemcnt ol'thc liberal dcmocralir statc by a

commune structure (dclegative dernocracy). In a

similar vein. 'l'oyo (1994:9) rvarned against thc

dangcr o1' rcducing democracy to merc
'mcchanical provision', a situittiott rvherc

clcction and libcralism arc conl'uscd 'nvitll

dcmocracy.'l'cl him. clcction and liberalism Inay

hc instruments ol'dcmclcracy but do not coincidc
with it.'l'[ris mciitts that democt-acy must bc secn

rrs a social condition rather thatl str-ictly a

proccss. Hc argues,

'l'lrcre r:ut be nrt gertuirtc tLottrtcract itt
u (:olollry v'hcrr' cili:,ett,t (I/'c,q/'(/.Ts/lj

ttrtctltLul ht v;r:ttltlt uul llrc portr wlut

ur( irn,uriultlv tlrc nru jorifi, Qrc

clependenl on the wcaltlt.t'. IJer:utsc
weulth l.r' p()\'er, u,herc strc lt u

r:leut,oge utd ilapotttlattr-'1' exi.rl,

polititul powar is inevitublv irt thc
lruntls of'tlrc vvealtln. That cecLses to be

tlentocruc't' in reulity: in eJ.t'ect it is tt

plulocruct.

-l'hcrclbrc. thc Iailin-e ol' onc-tniln-olle-vote
tlrrirrx.:rrlcv is that it is concerncd only with
\()trus. thus in ct{cct cquating thc right to voto

not only with thc right [o govorn. but also rvith
political powcr and rvith dcmocratic sttcicty
('l'oyo 1994:13). IIero, it scolrts therc is

conl'usion betwcen thc outcomc conccption and
proccdural conccption of dcmocracy. On
proccdural conccption, wc arc to think ol thc

Ogttrrcli.ttt l. StLra.lir; Ort l)tntocnrt.t. l-cgitintutt' untl Acc'ttruttubilitv: l.asstttts Jbr Nigariu

olltcorros ol' domocracy as legitimate because

they rssuc t}om a proccss which mcct certain
critcriii (such as cquality and fairness). whilc
outcomc bascd conccption o{' democracy
advances thc cliijm that dcmocratic processes

arc lcgitimatc becausc thcy ha'n'c desirablc
consequonccs (Vcrnon:2001). I.iberal demo-
cracy thcrclbrc is a constitutional thcory which
scrvcs to iustily political system that rcsts on it
ccrtain combination o1' practiccs, namely thc
accountability and restraint of government.

'l'lic classical drcam o1' dcrnocracy is lbr
cvcr), indir,'idLral to partake dircctly in thc
pr()ccss ol govcrnancc .Participation o{' thc

citizcns in a dcmoct-atic socicty is all crnbracing'
it inclLrdcs all thc activitics thcy can-y out in
ordcr to makc thc government pursuc thcir
intcrcsts botlr ls an individual and as a g,roup.

(Owolabi 1999:8) It is prccisely the fi'cedorn

that an individual has under a democratic order
to agitate lbr his intercst and engagc in

discussions and debates with others on the

appropriatc path to fbliorv in order to realize thc
comrnon good. 'l'his is what Miller (1993) callcd
'delibcrativc dcmocracy'. Participation as an

idcat of dcmocracy is oftcn associatcd lvith thc

clectoral proccss of'choosing thc leaders. As a

proccss. participation penneates the cntire life ol'
a dcmocratic community. 'l'herefore. thc

dcrnarcation betrvccn participatory democracy
and liberal dcmocracy is blun'cd. It is signilicant
to say that thc principlc ol' participation and

accoLrntat-rility arc complimentary concepts
(Owolabr 1999). 'I'hc obiective o{' both is to
rr-rakc thc pcoplc sovercig,n and more

irnportantly to suarantcc thc lcgitimacv o1' thc

systenr (Ncxt section ibcuses on thc

intcrconncction of dentocracy. accountability
and legitirnacy). Any regimc is therefbrc
dcmocratic when it manif'ests within its system

thc two principlcs (Owolabi 1999t.
Anotlrer variant of dcmocracy which had

gainecl some accoptancc r.tntil reccntly is onc

party demt)cracy. tJntil rcccntly, thc delunct
Sovict tJnirlrr. [:,ltst Iluropcan socictics and manY

third worlcl cotrrilt'ics werc domitrated by this
conccptiott. 'l'his w'ill ttot bc discusscd in dctail
bccausc it contr-adicts our own understanding ol'
tlcnrocracy.'l'hcre{brc, democracy is conceived
in our contoxt liorn the liberal. substantiver and

or participatory poiltt o1' view (the procedures
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and the benefits that accrue to the people). At
this point, it is important to reiterate that
democracy is a preferred model of government
not only because of the pressure from the
advanced capitalist countries as some believe.
but its value-ability is enhanced by its very
nature in that 'it embodies equality'(Christiano,
1993) and engenders development. And
according to Vernon (2001:5i),

All equality can mean is that our
capacity to for* judgments is
respected by instittttional arrange-
ruents which prejudge lutcomes as
little as possible and tend to provide
the best available general crnttiitiorts
fo, inJbrnted decisiorts, Jb, iit,,se
conditions cor{br privilege on no (Dt(.

l'his is to say that in a democracy. as distinct
from Przeworski's authoritarian or tutelary
regimes. public institutions are regarded as no-
one's private domain. 'l'hey have the character
of a shared resource intended for common use.
In that respect. Vernon (2001: 51) concludes
'democracy is a unique solution to the problem
of political legitimation and a unique candidate
for the role of polrtical morality'. How has
Nigeria's democratic experience been so far'?
Has democracy been a unique solution to the
persistent and endemic crisis of legitimacy in
the country? Before this question will be
addressed let us briefly look at the concept of
accountability and its central position in
democracy and/ or dentocratic theory.

Nexus of Political Accountab'ility and
Democracy

From our discussion so far, it could be observed
that democracy and accountability are
inseparable. Iior instance, Chabal (1986:5)
relates democracy to accountability thus: 'a
political system in which mechanisms and
institutions exist to promote and enforce the
accountability of rulers to those whom they
rule'. 'l'he essence of democracy, whether
liberal, substantive or participatory. is to make
the politicians responsive and accountable to the
electorate. Accountability, simply put, is a two-
way relationship of power. It denotes the duty to
be accountable in return for the delegation of a
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task, a power or a resource (Fjeldstad and
Isaksen, 2008:9) Accountability has two
important qualities: accountability must have
the quality of answerability (the right to receive
relevant information and explanations of
actions), and enfbrceability (the right to impose
sanctions if the information or rationale is
deemed inappropriate). In principle, elections
provide citizens with both answerability (the
right to assess candidates' records) and
enforceability (vote the candidare in or out).It
should be noted that accountability is
determined by the specific features of the
political system. Three main features can be
tdentified: the degree of competition in the
political system, the existence of checks and
halances mechanisms across different branches
of' government; and the transparency of the
svstem. Political competition for instance has
been recognized as an important factor
determining the efficiency of political outcomes
(Downs, 1957).In brief, the simple existence of
fair elections guarantees that politicians can, to
some extent. be held liable to the actions taken
while in public office (Linz and Stephan, 1996,
Rose Ackerman, 1999).

The second f-eature relates to the existence
of checks and balances mechanisms across
different branches of power otherwise known as
"horizontal accountability" (Fjeldstad and
lsaksen 2008). Generally speaking, separation of
powers, together with checks and balances
mechanisms and the right incentive design, help
to prevent abuses of power, with different
government bodies disciplining each other in
favour of the citizens (Rose Ackerman 1999,
Laffont and Meleu 2001). This can be true
regarding the relations among different levels of
the executive powers and/or organs of
govemment. As long as it is not in the interest of
one of the government organs to collude with
the other organs, separation of powers creates
mechanisms to police and punish government
officials that misbehave, thus reducing the
equilibrium level of coruption.

The third feature is transparency.
Transparency depends crucially on the freedom
of the press and expression, and on the degree of
centralization in the system. The freedom of the
press enhances accountability in that it creates
the opportunity to publish the right and wrong
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doings on the part of government. This has
helped to reduce the informational gap between
principals (citizens) and agents (government)
thus curbing the excesses of government.
Decentralization also facilitates account-ability.
In democracy, it is generally believed that
smaller constituencies facilitate the monitoring
of the performances of the elected
representatives and public officials, and
additionally reduce the collective action
problems related to political participation (see

Fackler and Linz'1995, Ackerman 1999). Thus,
a decentralized system tends to have stronger
accountability mechanisms, ceteris paribus, and
lower corruption (Nas et al 1996, Ackerntan
t999).

The central argument, therefore, is that
accountability allows for the punishmcnt of
politicians that adopt 'bad policies' thus aligning
politicians' preferences with those of the
electorates. Therefore, accountability as a
concept emerges to complement the idea of
participation (Gana, 1996). If all men cannot
participate in governance, then the few who are
privileged to represent , the others must be
answerable to them. Chabal (1986:12) provides
a broad notion of accountability. To him, it is
more than the constitutional and institutional
devices which formally hold rulers to account
for their deeds, rather it is also part of the social
fabric of society in relations between patrons
and clients, ethnic leaders and their kin, party
bosses and party members, bureaucrats and
citizens, employers and employees, mullahs and
believers, military and civilians.

Politically, the notion of 4ccountability has
been discusied within the cintext of power
relations (Londsdale 1986:128). Londsdale
asserts that the scarcity of power and the
privilege that it gives to those who posses it
demand that the powerful should justify and
give reasons for the way they use it such that
power will not be misused. In essence, the
demand that state power should not be used for
:goistic interest but for common interest; and

"he need for it to be used morally and
egitimately is the essence of political
rccountability (Owolabi 1999:9). Londsdale
(1986:28) concludes that political accountability
is "part of the moral calculus of power" and "the
chief political freedom". In the final analysis, it

can be asserted unequivocally that
accountability is the standard of testing the
legitimacy of any government, particularly a
democratic regime because the more
accountable a regime is, the more legitimate and
the more acceptable it becomes.

The point here is precisely that the
sustainability of a democratic culture depends
on the desire to ensure genuine participation and
accountability. To do otherwise is to erode the
moral pillars or foundation upon which
democracy is built. In view of this fact, people
talk of democracy as having the intrinsic
resistance (Owolabi, 1999). Buttressing this
point, Sklar (1986) argues:

Democracy dies hard. Its rival force is
the accountability oJ'rulers to subjects.
Democracy stirs and wakens from the
deepest slumber wherever the principle
o.f ctccountabiliry\' is asserted by
ntembers of a commttnity or conceded
by tltose who rule.

In a related perspective, Callaghy (cited from
Owolabi. 1999:l l) sees democracy as,

..a J'ragile creature dependent on the
slow cottsolidation of legitimacy and
tlte development of political culture,
which supports the rule of the game. It
can easily be killed not just by
tradition or economic actors but by the
c c,tnsciotts action oJ' political agent s.

By implication, democracy as a claim to
legitimacy can easily be called to question if its
operators do not live up to its ideal. It is easily
susceptible to crisis and instability when the
principles which serve as the moral foundation
of it are not adhered to (Owolabi, 1999).
Therefore, a democratic regime which pays lip-
service to accountability is bound to crumble
because the people needed for its survival will
work against it, knowing full well that the real
power ought to be with them. This is where the
concepts of democracy, accountability and
legitimacy coincide. In order to further establish
this maniage, we need to look at, though in
brevity, the concept of legitimacy.
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Legitimacy: A Conceptual Analysis
'l'he- cssencc o1'dcrnoctacy is to lav a solid rnoral
fbundation for [hc alrthority of thc state. thc
incumbcnt political head and othcr stittc
institutions. l)emocracy thercl'r:re, not only
prcscribcs how political power should bc
acqr"urcd but also what to do with it and hou, it.

must bc cxercised. No wondcr, IIcld (1993:13)
asscrts that "democracy bcstows an lrura o1'

lcgitimacy on modern political li{'e: laws. rLrles
and policics appcar justilicd rvhen they Lire

dcmocratic". Pclwcruvhen acquircd contrary to
dcm<lcratic principlcs or cxcrciscd contrary t.o

dcmocratic norms or idcal, morc espccially in a

socicty that claims to be domocratic. is said to
be illcgitirnatc. 'l'hen. what is Icgitinracl, ancl
u'hat is thc nexus o1'dct-r-rocracy. uccoLlntability
and legitimacy'/

Legitirnacy is thc fbundation t,t political
powcr inasmuch as it is exerciscd both r,r,ith a

conscioLrsr.rcss on thc part ol'thc govcrnnrcnt tltat
it has a ri-qht to sovcm and with thc tccosnition
by thc gove rncd of that right (Stcrnbcrs.or.
l96tt). It is indccd tlrc moral basis 01' thc
aLrthority ol' lhc state. In orclcr to mal<c the
mcaning ol'thc tcnn cloar, Stcrnbcrger seeks to
distinguish it rvith usurpation. 'l'hc concept o{'
usurpation as thc oppositc ol' lcgitirnacy has
accompanicd lhc conccpt of' lcgrtirnatc
govcrnrxcnt sincc carly rncclicval tintcs rnd has
helped to clarily it. Usurpers seizinc porvcr havc
oticn tr-icd to strcngthen thcir positions by

-uiving their govcrnrnent a lcgitimatc lbrm and
their attcmpts to clothc a usurpine porvcr rvith
legitirnacy, whether successlul or not. havc
o{ien revealed whal the standards of legititnac;,
arc there {or a -p,iven sooicty. In esse ncc.
le-qitimacy conlrotes a relationship betwccn
rulcrs and thc rulcd rvhich rcl'crs to thc rloral
condition of individuals in modcrn political
community. Aptcr 1lt)65: 23(r) has provicicd a

particularly intcrcstins notion ol' rvhat
lcgitir-r-racy is. Ilc maiRu[ins that legitirnlc,\, is
relatccl to a set ol' conce ptions hcld by
significant mcmbcrs ol' thc polity about thc
rightncss o1' political pattern which in tllrn
providcs thc pattcrns r.vith a sct ot' propcrtics.
I-egitir-nacy is thr,rs a bchaviolrral terrn rcf'crling
to a sct ol lirnits on qovernmcntal action. It is
with ref'erence to lcgitimacy that right conduct
in oI'f'icc is dclincd (Johari, 2001).
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Irollorving his tcachcr. Ari-stotlc discovcrcd
thc sanction o1'political le-eitimacy in a systcnl
rvhcrcin pcople rnay lead 'a lilc o1'virtuc'. 'l'hat
is. thc idca o1'political lcgitimacy is neccssarily
connoctcd rvith the cnd of thc statc which lics in
thc realization of good lil'c. I{azi (1987 4(tl)
submits that lcgitirnacy could bc applicd in rwo
ways. 'l'hc first ntcanine rcl'crs to a sot o1' basic
norms or r-noral standards which rclatc to
politics und arc by and larse commonly sharccl.
'l'hcsc nonns rnalic it possiblc: to govcrn arrri lrr:
govcrncd by covcrinl. such arcas as: the plirnrrir
purposcs ol' thc qovcnllnt:nt and thc riultts urrcl

obligation ol' tlrc sovcrncd: thc charactcristies.
mcthods o1 sclcction ancl changc. aud sphcrcs o['
cornpetcncc o1' thc political rulcrs; and thc
structurc o['accourrt:-rbility o{'thc rulcrs in tcrms
of thc prcccding valucs. 'l'hc second mcanins of'
lcgitinracr rcl'ers to thc cxtent to which a rcgimc
cnllages iri lc-qitirnate be lraviour. or, filorc
prccisclv. thc oxtcnt to u,hich the rclcvanl.
portion o1'thc population perccivcs that thc
rcsimc is bchavin-u accordingly. 'l'his has to do
with thc proccdural and thc outcomc
corrccpti on s ol' dcnrocracy earl i er di sc ussed.

In thc final analysis. legitimacy is a question
ol-be licl' dcpcnding strictly on the ideologies of
and nryths prcvalcnt in a society. Indecd, evcry
ideolo-q), sccks to dcpict thc imagc of an ideal
govcrnlncnt. Govcrnmcnts which resemble this
imatgc arc corrsidcrcd as lcgitilnatc and thosc
rvhich ckr not arc rcgardccl as illegitinratc
(Duvcrgcr 1912:l}t). It follows lhat the canon
of lcgitirnacy is applicablc to any lbrm ol'
political systcrn whcthcr dcnrocratic or not
(Lipsct, 1959:71'). though it has a particular
application in thc casc of democratic system
rvlrcrc powcr vcstcd in thc people is cxercised
by thcir rcprcscntativcs choscr.r in lrcc and fair
perioclic clcctions. ln thc u,orfJs di'Ilall (citcd in
Jolrari. 2001 : I 29- I 30):

l:.let:liotts ure printcLrilt' u irtcurts o.f'

legitirni:irtg tlrc ri,qht oJ' tlu' rulers to
eot:en7. Ottly r:onsen)otive trutlitional
rrtttocracit:,; t:cut allbrd ttt clispense witlt
thi.t .f'urrrr o.l' legitintiz.utiort, uncl are
tusrrull.\' one o./ the .lirst octs of
revrtlriliotttu')) regitncs is to .f u.sti.f'v tlteir
rtewly ar:quirerl power u,itlt the
outlnritv o.l' the people's crmsent.



lt could be seen liom our discussion that
democracy is a political ideal which tcnds to
providc a legitimatc aura tbr political rc-s,imcs

and that onc of thc basic ingrcdicnts t0 sustain
this aura is political accountability.

I-essons lbr Nigeria
Literatures abound on the successes and failures
o1' dcmocracy in Nigcria, morc cspccially thc
electoral type (DLrdlcy, 1968; Oyccliran. l9[11:
Dudlcy, 1982 AdamolekLrn. 1985: 'l'itmuno.

1991: lbcanu2001 Jcea 2007; Jcga and fbcanu

2007; Oguncliya and Ilaba 2007: IIurnan I{ight
Watch. 2007). With the bcnellt o1'hindsight onc
can say that clcctions fi-om 1954 to date havc

tailcd to givc Nigcrians it proccdurally
lcgitimatc governmcnt (as clcction rc:sults arc
jugglcd, inllatcd or annullcd) and dcnrocratic
norms and valucs havc not been trLrly

cstablishcd. 'l'hcrclbrc, in tcrm of processes and

outcomc. dcmocratic practiccs in Nigeria. havc

been liaught with crrors and failures. 'l'hese

failurcs lravc promotcd a scrious dcbatc in thc

reccnt timc on whethcr thcrc had been or thcrc is

democracy in Nigcria. '[hus. ollc critical
analytical problcrn that onc is likely to conliont
in discussing thc qucstion ol' dcrnocrlcy' in
Nigeria is whcthcr, in thc trr-rc scnsc o1'thc rvord,

thcrc had bccn or thorc is dcmocracy in the

country. 'l'oyo (1994:8-9), rnorc than it dccade

ago. critically pointcd out that Nigcria ncvcr
cxpcrienccd dcmocracy. Ilc argucs:

Insteod o.l' retunt to r:ivil rrile. vvt ut

l\iigariu .f oturcl our.selve.s talking o.l

retunl to dentrtr:rtu:t' this .fZrlling httt
presrntptir-tn that u dentocruc\, had
existecl in Nige ria. Tlrc prass, ./'or
ittsttux:e, is ince.sscuttly clnunntittg, itttct

our eurs thul "vve tre 0 clemocniic
cottt'ir\"'trnd bellowirtg lltot "itt o

tlemocrutit: (:otufiry likc Nigeritt", this
or thut slnultl not huppert. It thus
seems r:ontpleteh' uno\ryurc uJ' the

curtlinal .fhct that neither tlu"irtg,
.coltmirtl nile nor since itttlepentlence
Itus NigericL been a tlerttor:rulir'
coltnlrv. In tlrc.fhr veors o.f'llrc lJolevvu

mtd Slru,quri civiliut ilierlucles,
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Nigeriu slrove to ha o dentocrucv but
\,yus nel)el'.

'l'his assertion is still plausiblc today. 'l'he

rcason for'loyo's conclusion is not far fetchcd.
In lerms o{' outcome, Nigerians have not
signi licantly reaped the dividends ot' democracy;
secondly, Nigcria's dcmocracy has bccn
violcnce riddcn characterized with wantolt
dcstruction o{ lii,cs and propcrty (Ogundiya and
Ilaba. 2007). Morc irnportantly, peoplc's votc
sccms not to coltnt in determining rvho govorns
as clcctions arc ' rig-eed ol- its outcomc
dctcnnincd belirrc thc poll. lior instancc, a

onotirnc Iiirst l{epr.rblic politician was quoted
dr-rring a campaign rally as saying "wc use what
wc have to gct what we want; politics is not likc
going to church". Another politician in thc

Iiastcrn rcgion told anothcr rally: "whcther you
votc lbr us or not, we will remain in power"
(Osa-shac IL)941. Ln2007 a prominent politician
u,as also clr,roted as sayin-e G-IRW. 2001);

Il' mv collaugue in [nune of clistrict
withheltLl Senutoriul District is luwittg
problem.s, I will send srtme brt\s to help
him oti. 'l-hut's the w0.y- it work,Y

here...ll utvone tries trt alterck me, tl1v

bo1-s will unleuslt terror.

Assertions likc this. according to Osaghae

1lt)r)4:1)."tcll a lot about the amorality ol'
politics, particLrlarly, ol' thc civilian (denrocratic)

kincl". tIc (Osaghae lbid) then draws some

implications li'om l"he .tssertrons which arc

signilicant to 0Lrr analysis;

( I ) 'l-he politit:ul LtrettLt is tuttorul, utd
behuviotrrs w,hich woulcl nonnallv be

crtttsitleretl ntorolll' reprehensiltle in other
cotilext,t ure pennissihle **ithin it;

(2) ()ot,enmlettl, evett o supposedlv
tletnor:rrilit' one. tloes nrtt have to be

representutive o.l' the people, or to hutte

llrcir (volutltarv-) conseti or support to
lutltl or retaitt pow'er)

(3 ) ()overnmt:nt is perceived in ternTs o.l

personal rulc; cutd
(4) Politics und goverrullent ore approached

itt axlrut:tive or in.strrutrcntulist terms,

tttatutirtg tJuil Ju* people become
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politicians or seek political oJJice Jbr
altruistic reasons.

The situation has not changed, rather it has
gone worse. Political hooliganism, maiming,
assassination and contract killings, "terrorism,',
vandalism and all sorts of negativities still
characterize electoral politics in Nigeria. These
have produced and are still producing terrible
consequences for democratic sustainability. The
problem manifesrs principally, but not only in
three debilitating ways: "the negative perception
of politics and politicians including rhe popular
notion that politics "is a dirty game", (Osaghae,
1994) non-accountability of political leaders and
political office holders, and the resultant effect:
"legitimacy crisis". fhese are the basic enigml
of democratic transformation and stability in
Nigeria. The 1999, 2003 and 2()07 general
elections like the previous ones \\'ere fraud
ridden.

In its post-election report the Carter
Foundation, one of the 1999 election monirors,
observed a number of serious malpractices
which include, inflated vote retuflts. ballot box
stuffing, altered results and disenfranchisement
of voters. The 2003 and 2007 general elections
were even worse. This has been responsible for
democratic instability in the country since
independence because election, one of the basic
ingredients of democracy, has failed to produce
a procedurally legitimate government.
Therefore, the impression among electorates is
that their votes do not count. And because of the
amoral milieu within which politics takes place,
the political leaders have paid less atrenrion to
people's need and more tq, the need of their
political god-fathers. what Richard Joseph aprly
described as "prebendalism". Not only that these
tendencies have encouraged corruption and lack
of transparency in governance, it has also made
nonsense of democracy.

For democracy to enjoy legitimacy, it must
"make sense" to the generality of people without
which the people will find it difficult to imbibe
democratic culture and values. By democratic
culture, we mean a commitment to democracy
as a set of three basic ideas (Nzogola Ntalaia
1997 I 1998:10- 1 5, 2002: 6):

o Democracy as a moral imperative, or a
permanent aspiration of human beings
for freedom. for a better social and
political order, one that is more human
and egalitarian.

. Democracy as social process, or a
continuous process of promoting equal
access to fundamental human rights and
civil liberties for all; and

o Democracy as political practice, or a
mode of governance based on the
principles of.popular sovereignty, the
rule of law, accountability, participation
and periodic alternation of rulers.

Then. what has been the experience of
Nigeria since the return of the country to
democratic rule in 1999.It is important to note
from the outset that the experience has not been
totally different. Indeed no serious lesson has
been learned.

Unrestrained by any real accountability to
the electorate. many of those elected officials
who came to power in fraudulent elections have
committed abuses against their constituents and
engaged in the large-scale looting of public
resources (HRW, 2007). The consequences of
unaccountable governance in Nigeria have been
severe. As documented by Human Rights Watch
and other organizations, human rights abuses
remain pervasive in Nigeria (HRW, 2002;2003;
2006) Con'uption is rampant at all levels of
government, crippling basic health and
education services and other social
infrastructure in spite of rising oil revenues in
recent years. Nigeria's security forces have
exacted bloody reprisals on civilian
communities on numerous occasions with
complete impunity (HRW 2007).

Despite President Obasanjo's vociferous
campaign against corruption and corrupt
practices, Nigeria still rates as one of the most
corrupt nations in the globe. In Nigeria,
corruption stifles economic growth; reduces
economic efficiency and development despite
the enorrnous resources in the country. It
exacerbates inequality, desecrates the rule of
law and undermines the legitimacy and stability
of the country's nascent democracy (Obayelu,
2007). It is difficult to dispute the judgment of
the 'fransparency International, the global
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watchdog. which condcmns Nigcria as a corupl.
nati0n.

I:videncc ol' corruptit)n and unaccountability
arnong political lcadcrs and public ol'flcc holclcrs
abounds in thc country. ln(n'c cspecially at the
highcst lcvel oi' sovcrnance us wcll as a[ thc
statc ancl I.ocal Govctllt-lcnI lcvcls. Iror instarrcc.
thrcc Scnatc l'rcsitlcnts (,Scnatclrs [:nwcrcnt.
(lhuba Okridibgr> and Nwabara) o1'thc Nigcrian
higlrcst larv making chamhcr hud bi:cu rcmovccl
on accounl. ttl' c<lrruption. curtrezzlclne nl oi.
public fund or ovcr inllation o{' coutracts.
Patricia I:ttc, thc first I'emale speakcr o[ thc
National Housc of'I(cprcscntirtivcs, alsr.r lost hcr
position ibllowing hcr indictment ovcr
allcgation o1'rnisappropriatiolt of public I'unds in
rnultiplc contracts of'N62tirn (Lf S$5 rnillion) lor
thc rcnovation ol' hcr official rcsicicrrcc and thc
purcliasc ol' l2 oll'icial cars. Nonc ol'thcsc was
prosecuted. 'l'hc cxccr-rl.ive is not sparcLl. lssucs
which dcmonstrat.cd thc gross insince:rit1, on thc
part ol' thc cxccutivc is thc appclintmcnt ol'
discrcditcd politicians into public oI'ficc.
Ibrahirl (2003:ti) obscrvcd that. "'l'hc rctcntion
of numcrulus pcrsonalitics roputcd to bc hi.qhly
corrLrpt. has indced crodcd thc crcdibility ol'thc
executivc and ils lcsolvc to lighl corupt.ion".

Fcw cxamplcs will sul'l'icc. 'l'hc 2001
"NI'iI'A gatc" incidcnt in which two o{' the
Ministcrs. Latc Chicl'Bola Igc (Justicc), and Dr.
Segun Agagu (l)owcr and Stccl). wcrc accused
of "imprudcnt" munagement of (N2.3 billion)
funds specilically allocated to rcducc powcr
outages, though widely reportcd in the rnedia.
was lcft uninvcstisatcd. 'l'hc prcsident
(Oluscgun Obasanio) was also mutc on lhe
allegation thal nrcmbers t{' thc lkrusc ol'
llcprescntativcs rverc bribed by thc: exccutivc.
thrcugh the Govcrnor ol'I{ivcrs staLo to llre tunc
ol' N4million to irnpcach its second spcakcr.
z\lhaji Umar Ghali Na'Aba (Jibo aud Okoosi-
Sirnhinc 200I : I tt3- I 9-5 ). 'l'hcse ilmong othcrs.
prompted the insinuations that the lndependcnt
Corrupt Pract.iccs Commission (ICI'}C) and thc
Ilconomic and Irinancial Crimes Clonrrnission
(lilCc) wcrc probably cstablishcd to hunt both
rcal and pcrccivcd political cncnrics of' thc
prcsidcnt, ratlrcr than trodics truly cstablishcd to
light con'uption and onsurc accountability in
government busincss.

At thc statc lcvcl, thc situation is cvcn worso
as statcs inlcrprctcd thcir automatic allocation as
blanl< clrccluc that thcy could use at their own
discrcLion witlrout duc considcration for thc
nccd ol thc clcctoratcs. .l'hc ficewhecling
act.ivilics ol statc sovcrnors rvho l'clt the nced to
rcspond to prcsslrrcs lor patronagc lravc led t<r

uncontrollcd spcnding. widcsprcad mismanagc-
rnr":nt. nrisappropt'iation o1'public l'uncl and what
is proba[>11,' thc most critical lailing ol'all-lack ol'
accourrtability. 'l'o covcr' .up. statc mcdia havc
trccn cstahlishcd to sing praiscs ol' thc
govcnrors. portraying thcrn as rnessiahs,
libcrators and saviors ol' thcir peoplc. In such
mcdia. only appraisals that culogizc thc
govcnrnrcnt ol' thc day arc considcrcd
rucwsrvorthy.

Othcr fhctrlrs that havc al'f'cctcd thc
r.rccountabilitv ol'govcrnancc in Nigeria are thc
undcvclopcc[ dcrnocratic institutions and
inadcquatc chccl< and balanccs and/or collusion
among thc thrcc arrns ol' governmcnt. 'l'he

lc.qislativc ;lr'nr al- thc lrcderal and statc lcvcls
havc bccn inell'ective in their oversight
I'uncl.ions t<l curb tlrc cxccsscs of tlic cxcctttivc,
thcrelbrc. occasionally lcading to what has been
clcscribed ls cxocutivc lawlcssncss (cxample is
tlic dcstruction ol'Odi villagc by thc rnilitary on
thc orulcr o{' rhc erccutir,e, cxtra-budgetary
spcnding and disrcspcct lor thc rulc ol'law). 'l'he

mcdia, n,hich rvould have been the offrcial
watchdog ol' ilrc governmcnt. has been
cnmcshcd in cthnic politics and rcgi<lnal divides
(Jibo and Okoosi-Sirnbinc. 2001). 'l'his is grcatly
undcrmining thc role ol' the media in ensut'irtq
transparcncy and lccountability as stipulated in
scctiorr 22 <tl'Lhc 1999 constitution.

'l'hc argurncnt so lar is that, "clectoral
dc:rnocrtcy" has lariled to install respoltsivc and
accountablc govcrnmcnt in Nigcria. Ilencc,
Nigcria's cnsc is that o1' t.riple jeopardy-weak
sourcc ol' authority under-pinning thc rules ol'
appointmcnt to thc lcading olflces ol' state,
incapacitation ol' its institution to f'acilitate thc
aclricvcrncnLs o{' thc cnd purposes of
govcl'nmont and lack of accountability and
'abscncc' <lf' r'cgular exprcssi<ltt clf' conscnt.

l)cspitc all thcsc, it is not politically
disingcnuous l.o say that thcrc has been or thcrc
is dcrnocracy in Nigeria. It should bc noted that
thc concopt ol' dcmocracy is an ideal and a

163



Oerrrtdit'tt l. ,\aru.lir: Ott l)t,ttrctt:ruc.1', l.cgititrtut'.t tttul At't'tttutttltilit.t': l,cssotrs Jbr Nitaeria

reality. As an idcal. that is. thc consciousncss wc
have of it. it implics that no system 01'

govcmment is pcrlbct. and that a constant cl'fbrt
must bc made to strengthen democratic
structures and move closer to dcmocratic
practices (rvithin this contexl dcmocracy had
existed in Nigcria). But as :r reality, it calls fbrth
thc cnactment arnd respcct lor principlcs inhcrcnt
in tlrc conccpt. ln tlris scnse, the practicc ol'
democracy should includc all or parts o1' the
tbllowing proccsscs: licc choicc of lcaders, ft'cc
political participation and compctition, firir
clcction in tlrc scnsc o1'adhcrcncc to thc gcncral
idea o1' one-person-oncr-vote rvithout I'cur o1'

punishment, accountability, and rcspcct lirr
minority rights, greatcr social iusticc. and
equitable distribution of a countr-v's rvc:alth.

Undoubtcdly. there is no abscrlutc dcrnocracy irr
the world.

Conclusion
Wc have discusscd thc symbiotic rclationship
among dcmocracy. accountahility and
lcgitimacy and havc concluded that clcctoral
proccsses have lailcd to enthrone a lcgitirnatc
and morally und politically accountablc
government in Nigeria. lt appears that Nigeria
and Nigerian political clites havc not lcarnt thc
lcssons of its prcvious l'ailures. 'l'hc transition to
civilian rulc has not dclivcrcd dcmocratically
accountablc government lbr Nigerians. Nigcria
has not held a lice and lair general clcction
since the end o1' rnilitary rulc; polls in i999,
2003 and 2007 wcrc charactcrizcd by
widcsprcad violcncc, intimidation. bribcry, vote
rigging and corruption. 'l'hc ofllcials who camc
to olficc through that proccss huvc gencrally not
realized thc hopes ol' Nigerians lor socio-
ccononric advanccmcnt and bettcr govcrnanco.
Instcad, Nigcria's populittion rcmains mircd in
poverty. and clcspite linritcd advanccs.
governmcnt at all lcvcls is riddlccl rvith
con'uption ancl abusc ol' l-tuntan rights (llRW.
2007)

'l'his is truly thc tranc ol' legitimacy and
democratic stability in which thc country has

becn cnmcshcd sincc tho rcturn to "dcmocracy"
in 1999. Noncthclcss. other I'actors. that coulci
explain lcgitimacv dcllcit in Nigcria includcs:
Colonial histrx-icrrl (r\l)cricnces: ctltnic politics.
as Nigcrians prclerrcd to bc rulcd poorly by
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thcir cthnic brcthren than well by other ethnic
groLrp or groups: religious bigotry: poor
pcrlbrmancc capacity ol'thc statc ctc (for detail,
sce Ogundiya 2001).

Gcncrally. ftlr dcmocratic consolidation, thc
country's clcctoral body must bc truly
indcpcndcnt to bc ablc to organizc a crcdiblc
r,:lcction. In adclition. tlrc politician must imbibc
thc spiril ol' sportsmanship in politics. Iiqually
inrportantly. thc principlcs of accountability
must bc rcligioLrsly observcd and the three arnrs
ol' govcrnmcnt must bc alive to thcir
consl.il.r"rtional rcsp<lnsibilitics ol' chccks and
balances. liurthcrmrlrc, thc nrcdia must bc licc
liorn ctlrnic and rcgional politics to rcmain it

rcliablc piu'tner in thc strlrgglc lbr transparcncy
and accountability in governancc in Nigcria. All
thcsc will not onlv changc thc negative attitudcs
of citizcns torvard the svstem but will also
cnlrancc thc bcliel' that democracy is the most
ideal system <ll' government.
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