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S ixty years ago this month, Sir 
Abubakar Tafawa Balewa 
became the first prime minis-
ter of an independent Nigeria. 
The population was 45m, 

Lagos was the capital and Nigeria was 
pumping a mere 45,000 barrels of oil a 
day. The Nigerian pound, which 
remained the currency until it gave way 
to the naira in 1973, carried a picture of 
Queen Elizabeth II, monarch of Britain, 
the departing colonial power. 

Much has changed since then. 
Nigeria’s population has more than 
quadrupled to 206m, the capital is 
Abuja and the treasury is hooked on rev-
enue from the 2m barrels of sweet crude 
oil the country produces each day. 

Nigeria now has a US presidential sys-
tem rather than the parliamentary one 
it inherited from Britain. No longer are 
there three administrative regions, rep-
resenting the largest Igbo, Fulani-Hausa 
and Yoruba communities in a country of 
250 ethnic groups and 500 languages. 
Instead Nigeria is subdivided into 36 
states, many virtually bankrupt, and 
one federal territory that holds the 
purse strings. 

After three decades of near-succes-
sive, mostly ruinous, military dictator-
ships in which generals grabbed power, 
democracy has held for 21 years. 

Seen by many as the country’s most 
important postcolonial achievement, 
democracy brings the prospect, if not 
yet the reality, of a government more 
accountable to its people’s pressing 

needs.  Protests that erupted across the 
country this month against police bru-
tality were also an expression of a 
deeper frustration with authority, espe-
cially from young people.

“Democracy brought voice to 
Nigeria,” says Amina Mohammed, dep-
uty secretary-general of the UN and one 
of many Nigerians to have scaled the 
heights of international diplomacy.  
“Democracy also brought hope, and 
with hope came a clear view of the possi-
bilities.” For tens of millions of Nigerians 
living below $1.90 a day, hope is all there 

is. As bad as state violence is the lack of 
opportunity. 

Nigeria’s leaders have largely failed to 
provide the public goods that could help 
unleash the people’s potential, says Ms 
Mohammed. 

“Basic service delivery on education, 
health, water and sanitation have not 
reached millions of Nigerians, especially 
women and girls. This has made the 
foundation of our home weak.” 

Millions of girls receive little or no 
education, especially in the north, 
where many are married off early. 

Throughout all the ups and downs of a 
political system that historian Max Siol-
lun describes as “a cut-throat Game of 
Thrones”, one thing has stayed more or 
less constant: Nigeria’s borders. 

Despite the attempted secession of 
Biafra in 1967 and continued tension 
between the three main regions — each 
of which feels marginalised or aggrieved 
— the country cobbled together by Brit-
ish imperialism has stayed largely 
intact. More, it has forged a genuine 
national identity stronger than the cen-
trifugal forces threatening to pull it 
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apart. Still tensions are very much alive, 
both in the scramble for resources 
between states as well as in conflicts 
caused by the militant Islamists of Boko 
Haram in the north-east, militancy in 
the oil-rich Delta, and clashes between 
herders and settled farmers. 

“We can’t figure out how Nigeria 
should be, how the parts should relate to 
the whole,” says Wole Soyinka, the play-
wright, poet and Nobel laureate. 

If democracy is entrenched, the regu-
lar exercises in voting — lubricated by 
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High hopes: Nigeria’s first prime minister, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, steps off a maiden flight, 1958; demonstrations in Lagos this month — Getty/Reuters
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