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Abstract 

The socio-economic and political templates operated in pre-colonial 

times in Nigeria survived into ‘modern’ times. The templates which 

developed out of myriad ecological zones, shaped her multiple 

economies, modes of survival and temperament. The introduction of 

innovations and differentiations instanced by the scramble and 

partition, colonialism and innovations grew around Nigeria’s 

primordial and traditional institutions and which, however, did not 

supplant them. Consequently, the paper concluded that the 

problems that beset Nigeria pre-date her post-independence period 

and the discovery of oil. But inferred that revenues from oil were 

used and, in fact, directed the quest for power and its control by 

Nigeria’s political elite and ethnic nationalities. It was bad economic 

governance that was, and still is, the ‘curse’ and not ‘oil’.  
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Introduction 

Background to the Survey 

 An analysis of Nigeria’s economic future would entail a recap of her 

ancient fabrics, rooted in myriad pre-colonial social formations and local 

powers that have interfaced (freely or enforced) with indifferent world 

political and economic systems which have played out to neo-colonial 

times. Nigeria with over 300 ethnic groups, of different origins, languages, 

cultures and traditions has not merged into a homogenous nation, for 

instance, following the classical five stages of historical development.  

 Remnants of the Fulani and Hausa oligarchies and their peasantries 

in the Muslim north, which derived from a past of faded caliphates and 

city-states, are still prevalent as the basis for socio-political and economic 

activities in modern times. This is in addition to the fiercely independent 

Tiv of the Middle Belt who for most of their history intermingled with the 

other ethnic groups in the Central Plateau. The Yoruba to the west have 

distrusted the northerners over time, while in eastern Nigeria, the dominant 

Igbo (evidenced in the Biafran war) contested oil rights as did similar-

minded ethnic groups in the Niger Delta which took up issues with the oil 

companies and the federal government of Nigeria regarding the 

degradation of their environment and concomitant deprivations. 1 

 Since independence Nigeria has had to contend with issues of 

political leadership and corruption carried out efficiently on the platform 

of ethnicity and as a profession. A major factor for political instability, 

which has often not been mentioned, is Britain’s meddlesomeness in the 

political development of Nigeria. Britain preferred Northern Nigeria as a 

dependable ally, and wanted its stooges there to win and dominate the 

country after independence. 2 In the evolving political history of Nigeria, 

while the British took credit for its liberal policies towards granting 

independence to Nigeria and the honest and fair handover of power to 

democratically elected leaders, it cynically interfered in the electoral 

process, which led to the chicanery that prevailed from 1956 to 1959. 

According to Harold Smith: 
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The British loved the North and had arranged 

for 50% of the votes to be controlled by the 

Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), which 

was largely a creation of the British, and 

hardly a normal political party in the 

accepted sense. It was founded by the British 

controlled Native Authorities and was quite 

simply a tool of the British Administration. 3 

 

 In her hasty departure from Nigeria, Britain sought to put in place a 

more friendly entry point through which it would continue to rule after 

granting flag independence. The British regarded the North as more 

malleable than the Eastern and Western parts of Nigeria. It was the 

inference of Harold Smith that the “divide and rule” policy of Britain was 

brazenly employed to keep the Yoruba and the Igbo from working together. 
4 The British avoided the creation of new states in the East and West in order 

not to break up ‘tribal’ rule and ‘tribalism’ between the Yoruba and Igbo. If 

the Igbo and Yoruba remained disunited, as was rightly contended, they 

will not provide a solid front against the Northern Peoples Congress. The 

so-called NCNC-NPC alliance was a sham gerry-mandered by the British 

to make sure the North went unchallenged in the 1959 general elections. 

The North eventually won 50% of all the seats in the Federal legislature.  

 The British discerned that the North feared the Southerners more 

than them, and that whoever controlled the NPC, controlled not only the 

North but also the whole of Nigeria. 5 Indirect Rule in Northern Nigeria was 

such that there was hardly any difference in policy as that of the Native 

Authorities. The British colonial authorities and the Northern elite worked 

closely together and were consequently tutored to appreciate their then 

disadvantaged status, especially educationally, in the Nigerian project. The 

paternalization was to the extent that Harold Smith audaciously held that 

it was the British, and not the Northern Emirs, who realized their obvious 
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disadvantages in an emerging Nigerian polity, and influenced their refusal 

to accept independence at an earlier date (1956). 6 At the instance of Sir 

James Robertson, Britain bent the rules, made sure the 1959 general 

elections in Nigeria were (rigged and) skewed in favour of the North. 

According to Smith: 

 

They sought to keep Britain from bankruptcy 

and find a solution in the mineral rich Empire 

on the point of independence. It was 

necessary to bend the rules. Those who got in 

the way were dealt with quite harshly. 7 

 

In other to leave the richest and most populous colony of Britain in the safe 

hands of friends of Britain after independence, the North had to win the 

elections of 1959 by all necessary means. Consequently, stooges were 

placed at the helm of affairs in Nigeria. Chief Anthony Enahoro and 

Obafemi Awolowo, all of the Action Group (AG) in the West, were 

sentenced to between 15 and 10 years in jail, respectively; while Nnamdi 

Azikiwe of the NCNC assumed leadership as the ceremonial President of 

Nigeria. This was when the seeds of destruction of Nigeria’s democracy 

was sown, and led to the anarchy that occurred after independence in 1960. 
8 The rigging and manipulations by the British government in concert with 

oil companies were so well planned that the Labour Party and the Tory 

politicians worked hand-in-hand to install the North as the leaders of 

Nigeria.  

 With the nationalist ferment and aware-ness in the South, it was 

doubtful if anyone could possibly vote for the NPC. In fact, few people 

eventually voted for the Northerners, but what could have happened when 

it was the British that counted the votes. 9 Reflecting on the intemperate 

utterances of Nigeria’s political leaders and the state of the nation, it became 

obvious that the various constitutional conferences that preceded 

independence between 1945, 1951, 1952, and 1960 showed that Nigeria was 
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hammered into existence on the anvil of compromise. Palpable mistrust and 

fears among the political and opinion leaders, and the aggregating ethnic 

groups, at this stage of national development did not reflect any serious 

intention to have a Nigeria where allegiance to the nation would supercede 

loyalty to the ethnic group. 10 Moreover, leadership and inter-group 

relations in the Nigerian polity have from the 1940s evolved from an 

ethnocentric and regional perception of the country by its various groups 

and exacerbated by her political class for personal political reasons. 11 

 It is pertinent at this point to discuss some of the factors that have 

been responsible for political instability. While political instability is not 

peculiar to Nigeria, all the efforts made by her political leaders, who are 

incidentally the provocateurs, have met with abysmal failure.  

 Firstly, political instability in Nigeria is a sum total of her chequered 

political history. As mentioned earlier, the British quickly bequeathed 

power to the North, who prior to independence, sought to secure 

guarantees against domination by insisting on numerical superiority over 

the South. Carefully tutored by the British, the Northern elite refused to 

support the motion for independence by southerners in the House of 

Representatives in 1956. It was the belief of the Northerners that the South, 

which had obvious educational and economic advantages, will inherit the 

political structures and institutions to be left behind by the outgoing British 

colonial officials. Moreso, the North had contrived with Sir James 

Robertson, the last Governor-General of Nigeria to secure 50% of the seats 

in the legislature and the consequent benefits, such as in revenue allocation. 

This is in spite of the fact that the North contributed the least to the central 

treasury.12 The determination of Northerners to hold on to this advantage 

often heated up the polity and continues to threaten the fragile political 

system. 

 Secondly, the constitutional arrangements right from the Lyttleton 

constitution in 1951 to the Macpherson constitution had the singular effect 

of introducing the North-South dichotomy and the regionalization of socio-

political and economic activities. More debilitating was the creation of a 
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gulf in the civil service, which was one of the strongest uniting links among 

Nigerians. The regionalization of national wealth and granting of executive 

functions intensified inter-ethnic struggles for political power. Many com-

mentators are of the opinion that the Constitution brought into limelight 

what the Richards constitution of 1946 tried to hide. Among these were that 

Nigerian political leaders were mutually suspicious of each other.  

 For instance, whereas the Richards Constitution did not give any 

legislative or executive functions to the Regional Houses of Assembly, the 

Macpherson constitution empowered the regional governments to legislate 

on some specific matters. Regional executive powers were extended to all 

matters covered by the legislative power of the various regions. The 

constitution made the regions more dependent on the central government, 

but the regions were allowed some measure of freedom on which the 

regionally and ethnically-based political parties were later to capitalize. 

Moreover, because none of the three major political parties had its leaders 

in the House of Representatives in the days of the Macpherson constitution, 

the Federal ministers identified more with their regions of origin than with 

the central government, a situation that often gave rise to inter-regional 

competitions and squabbles. 13 

All efforts made by the various governments of Nigeria, even with 

the creation of states, are presently and indirectly subsumed under non-

existent regions, which have been ingrained into the peoples’ psyche before 

independence. Ota observes that: 

 

After the military interregnum in 1979, the 

major political parties were mere reincarnation 

of the previous ones. The National Party of 

Nigeria (NPN), the Nigerian Peoples Party 

(NPP) and the Unity Party of Nigeria were repli-

cations of the NPC, the NCNC, and the AG. 

Schisms within these parties led to the 

formation of splinter parties like the Great 
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Nigeria Peoples Party (GNPP), a situation that 

did not augur well for political stability. 14 

 

 Thirdly, Nigeria's federal structure is an amalgam of political units 

with traditional and racial, linguistic and religious allegiances. 15 The British 

adopted federalism as the best option to assuage the desires of the disparate 

units in Nigeria and which readily appealed to the nascent political elite. 

Instead of presenting a constitutional way of winning support for political 

and economic integration from a heterogeneous population, it became a 

valve for conflicting demands for unification and separation. Efforts should 

have been made constitutionally to itemize and respect the wishes of the 

various units in Nigeria, instead of reposing all power on the federal 

government. Sir Hugh Clifford insisted that a better federalism would have 

resulted if: 

 

This collection of self-contained and mutually 

independent native States, separated from one 

another…by great distances, by differences of 

history and of tradition and by ethnological, 

racial, tribal, political, social-religious barriers 

were indeed capable of being welded into a 

single homogenous nation…a deadly blow 

would thereby be struck at the root of national 

self-government in Nigeria which secures to 

each separate people the right to maintain its 

nationality, its own chosen form of government 

and the peculiar political and social institutions 

which have been evolved for it by the wisdom 

and accumulated experience of generations of 

its forebears. 16    
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The problem with Nigeria’s federalism is not that the people are not living 

together in the Nigerian establishment but according to Nnamdi Azikiwe, 

how do we co-exist in har-mony? 20 This problem, according to Ota has 

persisted because there is no devolution of power from the centre to the 

component units. The brand of federalism practiced since 1966 has been 

nothing short of unitary federalism.  

 Power has been concentrated in the centre for about fifty-five years 

with the North dominating. The result is that ethnocentrism reigns 

supreme, dominating the psyche of the average Nigerian to the extent that 

loyalty to the Nigerian state is a mere slogan. There are no indicators in the 

federal constitution that clearly emphasizes the need to recognize and 

respect the peculiarities of the constituent units. While the federating units 

do so because of some shared ideas and expectations, their distinctive-ness 

should not be compromised. The heterogenous groups in the federation 

should have been made to realize that their values could best be protected 

from domestic and external disruptions and obliteration within the 

framework of a true federal structure. 17 

 Fifthly, military rule was a major cause for political instability. 

Between 1966 and 1979, the culture of militarism and impunity spawned to 

an intractable Nigerian military. Most worrisome was the fact that no real 

sense of democratic culture had been established. The military and police 

establishments are yet to come to grips with the fact that democracy implies 

respecting the human rights of Nigerians. Having carefully understudied 

the military and imbibed their traits, politicians today drive in convoys of 

Armoured Personnel Carriers to intimidate those who voted for them and 

perceived political opponents. 18 

 Sixthly, there are other causes for instability in Nigeria other than the 

political, which have in one way or the other threatened Nigeria's political 

stability. Ota opines that these “other causes are, in all honesty, ancillary to, 

and dependent on the political. This is due to the fact that it is only a stable 

polity that can engender economic progress and social harmony”. 19 Easily 
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subsumable under economic causes are the ‘oil boom’ and the neglect of 

agriculture. 

 Agriculture, which provided employment for about 80% of Nigeria’s 

population and for subsistence and export, has now become relegated to 

the background in preference to oil. Re-echoing Panter-Brick and Turner, 

Ota surmised that: 

 

The oil industry today is the mainstay of the 

Nigerian eco-nomy, generating over 70% of the 

nation's external revenue. In addition, the 

exportation of crude oil and the rich harvest 

therefrom has transformed Nigeria's political 

structure, engendered enormous social and 

economic transformations, and impacted 

massively on commerce since the 1960s. 20  

 

 Seven, the neglect and non-development of the industrial sector and 

the non-mechanization of the agricultural sector, created an army of 

unemployed people.  The social implication of this is that the armies of 

unemployed youths, who are not interested in agricultural pursuits in 

preference for quick money from the oil sector, have become ready tools in 

the hands of political adventurers. For many of them any-thing could be 

done to survive. They are obviously at war with the society that has 

disappointed them. They are thus the ones that are engaged by politicians 

to perpetrate electoral violence such as rigging, ballot box snatching, 

falsification of election results, killing of political opponents, and 

destruction of public and private property. 21 

 Finally, the duo of ethnicity and corrupt-ion has unleashed 

unfathomable crises in Nigeria. While ethnicity has been a salient factor in 

disintegration rather than integration in Nigeria, corruption is a national 

malaise, with each government merely adopting half-hearted measures to 

contain its debilitating effects. It has become the greatest single impediment 
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to our national aspiration, checkmating all visions for a morally strong and 

economically prosperous society.  

 

Pre-Modern Nigeria 

 Thus, the seeds of chronic underdevelopment in the economic 

history of Nigeria were sown in her past and have continued in the post-

independence period. Nigeria’s economy depended, and still depends, on 

rudimentary agricultural systems which in turn relied on the key asset of 

land resource. Land was, and still is, owned by lineages and the usage has 

from time been collective but under the control of hereditary chiefs and 

headmen. 31 In spite of globalization and its emasculation into modern 

capitalism (with variable commercial links to the wider world), Nigeria’s 

social organization and economy has remained quasi-feudal in nature and 

pre-capitalist. 

 Comparatively, Nigeria’s social fabric has remained dominated by 

chiefdoms, clans and distinctive ethnic nationalities far older than the 

looser conglomerates which could not be supplanted by the (modern) 

innovations of the nation-state forcefully forged by the dictates of the 

colonialists. Regarding Africa, Clarke said that: 

 

Old traditions are deeply embedded and widely 

felt across Africa. They have not dissipated with 

modernity and ancient customs-…and 

traditional law continue. Residual composites 

of old kingdoms, courts, dynasties, sultanates 

and even princes remain pre-sent in large parts 

of the con-tinent. Many of these medieval 

institutions perpetuate the semi-feudal 

relationships in the modern era; some 

translated into politics and their influence is not 

negligible. Millions of African villages…are still 

primarily controlled by chiefs and headmen. 22 
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This prevails even in urban areas since people are still bound by their roots, 

customs and communalistic ways of life. People pay allegiance, first, to 

their ethnic groups and villages, and secondly, if not partially, to the 

capitalist centre of formal economic power and authority, presently at 

Abuja, which is only tolerable because it is imbued with the powers to 

redistribute revenues to the federating states. This became, regrettably, the 

only choice of Nigerian politicians since it offers the best compromise 

option between contradictory desires for “national self-determination, and 

sub-national self-determinat-ion”. 23 

 Equally, Nigerian politicians and leaders have used the traditional 

social mechanisms and ancient ethnic components with long-established 

structures to exert authority and importantly to fan embers of discord and 

maneuver the electorate to advantage over their political opponents from 

other ethnic groups. Significantly, ancient, medieval and quasi-feudal 

structures have continued to function and shape contemporary societies, 

culture and tradition, as well as communities, individuals and corporate 

institu-tions connected to the African oil game.  

 Glaringly, most western economic strategies deployed, adopted or 

adapted did not, and still do not, make little impact on her past. Put in 

another form, national economic policies bas-ed on European modern 

macroeconomic management indices have had little impact on Nigeria’s 

poor. This is worsened by the fact that agrarian subsistence households still 

depend on ancient dependencies on family labour, slash and burn systems, 

handmade tools, an exchange system which is reminiscent of the barter sys-

tem, as well as partial integration into the foci of modern worlds. 24  

 Recent studies, ideologies, or movements, even reports on Nigeria’s 

economy from the World Bank, United Nations, Economic Commission for 

Africa (ECA) and the African Union (AU) are still silent on, or hardly 

recognize these primordial modes of subsistence and survival. In a 

concerted effort to integrate Nigeria’s economy into international and inter-

regional institutions, such as the NEPAD and ECOWAS, these reports have 

paid little attention to Nigeria’s on-the-ground economic realities. The 
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conditions for social survival and inter-group relations in pre-modern times 

are still prevalent in Nigeria. 25 There has not been found any prototypical 

African economic model that correlates to those found in the West. In the 

words of Stephen Belcher: 

 

Modern Africa stands on ancient foundations 

spread across its 30 million square kilometres. 

The ecosystem in this continent is more 

fractured, complex and di-verse than any other. 
26 

 

The distinct ecologies zones in Nigeria influenced her past and present 

economic structure, social survival, shape and its future potentials. Its 

population and habitable spaces are unevenly distributed. Some ethnic 

groups are landlocked, have disconnected interiors and some with narrow 

coastlines. These geo-historical handicaps have occasioned interfaces that 

necessitate the need to move, ameliorate and acquire needs that cannot be 

found in particular ecological zones.  

 Nigeria’s survival vis-à-vis the oil resource has been a cohabitation 

of her past which was a well-established modes of existence of social 

politics and economies, and the present which is an embodiment of foreign 

theocracies (missionary teachings vis-à-vis African traditional religions) 

and new economic modes (inclusive of mercantilism, slavery, enclave 

economics and diverse means of exploitation).  These new forms of 

structures and institutions affected Nigerians to some extent but did not 

supplant her already established ways of doing things and survival, deux ex 

machina. 

 Consequently, and in line with what this paper has set out to achieve, 

the models adopted in the analyses of contemporary nation-states in Africa 

are incongruent with the reality of their past. There is no need to engage in 

diagnoses that are based on imperfect and illusory macroeconomic indices. 

It is stating the obvious that Nigeria’s political elite and economic managers 
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are ignorant of her past; and multilateral agencies diagnose her problems, 

which are essentially geo-ethnic, by the use of numeric composites that 

measure indicators, such as poverty, and benchmarks of modernity 

(growth and development in the economy nexus infrastructural input), 

which have been reduced to income relativities or approximations. 27  

 Drawing further conclusions on wrong analogy of Nigeria’s 

problems, the nation was equally subjected to the series of scrambles for 

Africa’s lands and soul. These ranged from the slave trade (for persons), 

colonialism (for territories) and partition (for her eventual subjugation by 

Europeans). Nigeria has been the centre of competitive power positioning 

by foreign interests, elite and local ethnicities for more than half a 

millennium. The present scramble is for her oil and gas. It was during the 

original scramble for Africa which lasted for almost a generation, between 

the 1880s and the 20th century that shaped the political boundaries of 

African nation states, created ethnic distortions nexus compositions and 

alignments and defined the principal linkages of most African states to the 

metropolitans powers from Europe that formed the sources of capital for 

the colonies and neo-colonialism. 

 

Understanding Nigeria’s Economic Woes 

 The discovery of oil since 1957 at Atuakeme (near Oloibiri) in 

Bayelsa State has caused many problems that have been likened to a curse. 

Oil has accounted for about 92% of the nation’s GDP but 70% of Nigerians 

still live below poverty line despite the more than $1 trillion the nation has 

made in revenues since 1970. Nigeria’s political elite carted away proceeds 

from oil to acquire material assets for themselves at the expense of the 

nation’s collective development. Environmental degradation and 

misappropriation of proceeds have contributed to civil conflicts and 

political instability generally. About 1.5 million metric tones of oil have 

been spilled for over 50 years of exploration, making the Niger Delta the 

most polluted place on earth. 
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 That Nigerians, between 1973 and 1990, looted about $80 billion into 

their private accounts abroad will be stating the obvious. But the reason for 

these acts cannot be subsumed in the largesse from oil boom but from 

primordial banditry. While the fate of the Niger Delta has been blamed on 

the Anglo-American empire and corporate oil, it is rather a triangular 

historical pillage where investment comes in, oil goes out, and Niger Delta 

is impoverished and brutalized. 28 It is a litany of corrupt practices by 

Nigerians and corporate miscreants in kick-backs in state contracts, funds 

taken out conspiratorially, and of general mind-boggling thefts. 29 

According to Clarke: 

 

Whatever the outside world may want, 

[Nigeria] largely creates its own history and will 

be the main architect of its future. To discern 

what that might be, perhaps we should turn to 

the past, find out how [Nigeria] arrived at the 

present impasse - if that is what it is and 

examine the seeds from which the …future will 

sprout. 30 

Thus, it will be wrong to assume that Nigeria’s socio-economic and political 

structures in addition to the wrongs of the past which are inclusive of 

embedded poverty; ethnicity and corruption will be subsumed in oil or 

cleared by a flood of petrodollars. 31 The oil curse vis-à-vis Nigerian history 

has been shrouded in wrong analogies within which her problems have 

persistently been portrayed as totally responsible for her woes. Rather, a 

diagnoses has been suggested to include: 

 

i. Acknowledgment of Nigeria’s past; 

ii. Acknowledgment of the facts about oil in Nigeria; 

iii. Identification of the root causes of the ills claimed regarding oil; 

and 
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iv. A seasoned judgment on their relevance to oil’s widest role, 

especially regarding the direct and indirect economic and social 

consequences of corporate portfolio impact. 

 

These suggestions have been made because most of the literature on 

Nigeria’s oil curse arguments lacks depth and are often misplaced. They 

have been devoid of historical perspective and adequate empirical validity. 

This is predicated on the fact that the endemic corruption, for instance, 

emanating from oil resource and other negative elements are a “small part 

of a wider impact arising from corporate oil’s port-folio and are less than is 

popularly imagined”. 32 Rather, further emphasis should be on Nigeria’s 

historical antecedents and the flawed politics of her imperfect states, 

hammered together on the anvil of her colonial masters. Its citizens have 

not merged to have the homogeny of nations in Europe. Therefore, all the 

negative commentaries on oil and its curse cannot be in isolation of 

Nigeria’s past. 

 

Contested Oil Wealth 

 The last equation in the political matrix of Nigeria’s conglomerates 

is the struggle over oil wealth. It has resulted to unrest in the Niger Delta 

between the 1970 and 2003. Oil installations and production have been 

damaged and disrupted. About 40% of Nigeria’s oil production was shut 

down vis-à-vis riots and heavy-handed military operations. Nearly one 

million barrels of crude oil per day were lost or shut in early 2008 as a result 

of unresolved conflicts which were exacerbated by strikes, sabotage, illegal 

bunkering and disruptions. 33 

 The continued mismanagement of petroleum and the issue of 

resource allocation threatened, and still threaten, both the stability and 

continuity of the nation. In addition to the dilemma of a fragile state is the 

conflict between corporate oil and social/ethnic groups. Overseen by the 

Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), the oil bounty has been 

mismanaged to the extent that it affected the corporation’s and Nigeria’s 
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relationship with Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 

vis-à-vis its production quota and numerous shut-ins as a result conflicts in 

the Niger Delta; and with corporate oil since NNPC has been unable to pay 

operators. For instance, by 2008, NNPC owed operators about $3.8 billion 

for its 50-60% share in the operating costs in joint ventures (JV). According 

to Clarke: 

 

The amount owed ballooned thro-ugh the 1990s 

and acted as a drag on development. It remains 

an issue, as has been Nigeria’s periodic 

abandonment of state Industry restructuring, 

especially in energy. In 2008 the state-owned 

NN-PC cut financing deals with Shell ($3.1 

billion) and Total ($1 billion) to meet its cash 

calls, while at the same time the government 

claimed almost $2 billion from operators for 

alleged unpaid taxes and extra sums sought on 

offshore contracts struck in the 1990s. a state 

report warned that output could fall one-third 

by 2015 if funding shortfalls were not met. 34 

 

This affected the servicing of Nigeria’s foreign debt of about $33 billion that 

in turn halted official aid and made scarce credits needed to fund new 

projects by government.  

 The threats in the Niger Delta are armed actions by rebels and 

bandits, sophisticated war-fare by organized groups, such as the Movement 

for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) and the proliferation of 

ethnic militia, serial hostage taking, periodic assassinations, random 

gunfights with the military and mayhem in general. Another dimension to 

the Delta wars since the 1970s for the control of oil and power by the various 

agglomerating ethnic groups and regions was the fact that the Federal 

govern-ment controlled, and still controls, the revenues from oil. But the 
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Delta states want control over oil fields and oil funds. Although diplomacy 

plays important role, conflicts continue especially with rising stakes in the 

strike. 35 According to Clarke: 

 

The Niger Delta has been the epicentre of 

domestic conflict. It is the source of Nigeria’s oil 

wealth, but the glaring evidence of disparities 

fuelled conflict among diverse ethnic groups 

(Ijaw, Ogoni, Igbo, Urhobo, Itsekiri and 

numerous smaller groups). Arrayed against 

them has been the might of the federal 

government and its praetorian control 

apparatus: mo-bile police, army and security 

forces, supported one way or another, if only 

indirectly, by blue-chip corporate oil. It is 

heaven (sic) for NGO activists and politicians on 

the make. 36 

 

Is Oil a Blessing or Curse? 

 A greater number of responses to BBC Africa’s request programme 

showed negative perceptions regarding the causes and symptoms 

associated with the oil malaise. However, most of the perceptions would be 

better appraised against the background of Nigeria’s past and present. It 

goes beyond imagination to think that oil industry’s poor reputation and 

the notion that from it springs the insidious malaise that has blighted much 

of Nigeria in the form of corruption, poverty, rapacious elite, fiscal 

irresponsibility, mismanagement, bad governance, flawed policies and 

human rights abuses, among others. 37 

 The processes of oil development in Africa entailed a wide range of 

deals which were struck between governments, state and oil companies. 

Subsequent regimes have participated in contracts over the years instancing 

into the polity a web of dealmakers and officials. This is in addition to all 
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manners of business-men, some fronted by very high government officials, 

went into the oil business because it became the sinew of economic survival 

and control in many better spatially placed states.  

 In the process, the structure of some of the negotiations, bids, 

contract awards and deals, which were raised to an artistic state, became 

corrupted. This is to the extent that no oil company, essentially 

multinationals, can afford to alienate itself from the oil elite who have direct 

influence in the corridors of power. Corrupt practices/deals between 

corporate oil and government are regarded as corporate ethics that must 

not be breached. It becomes difficult to distinguish real 

government/corporate oil transactions and shady deals of corporate 

individuals often fronted by government officials.  

 Put in another form, the ability of corporate oil to discharge social 

responsibilities owed to host communities are frittered away in dealings 

and bribery to government and its officials. This is why oftentimes 

allegations of corrupt practices in the oil industry that have been taken to 

the courts have been dismissed for want of evidence/facts. Oil revenues 

consequently still flow offshore to private accounts, outside the circuits of 

the national treasury. Examples abound everywhere in Africa. For instance, 

Nigeria’s ex-president, Olusegun Obasanjo claimed in 2002 that African 

politicians stole about $140 billion since 1960: a scathing indictment of 

governance in Africa. In Nigeria, Sani Abacha (a former military President) 

looted about $3 billion oil funds out of which $1 billion was recovered. 

Officials of oil companies diverted these funds to the foreign accounts of 

these leaders. Similarly, according to the Global Witness, Angolan State 

officials looted $1 billion each year from 1997. It was so egregious that an 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) report claimed the loots exceeded UN 

annual aid to Angola. 38 

 Thus, there are conflicts between calls for transparency, publication 

of oil payments by countries, demands for audit and requests that the 

United Kingdom (UK) Financial Services and United States authorities 

should require companies to report all payments to governments as a 
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condition for equity listings. The African Catholic bishops have issued a call 

for controls over the management of oil revenues by governments for future 

generations. In March 2003, a French magistrate, Renaud van Ruymbake 

reported that about $30 million was placed in a secret bank accounts 

belonging to President Omar Bongo of Gabon by Elf executives in a “vast 

and opaque system” disguised as com-missions via intermediaries to 

certain African leaders. 39 

 

Historicization 

 It is not in doubt that oil has generated multiple negative and 

regressive impacts on the Niger Delta, as elsewhere it is found. The oil 

industry is an inclusive one. It is an enclave that has very minimal linkages 

within the state it operates that in turn does not possess the expertise, 

capacity and technologies to participate in corporate oil business. Oil 

companies, therefore, operate with or without segments of domestic labour. 

Convent-ional notion holds that: 

 

Oil activity leads to rent-seeking, and economic 

distortions in non-resource development, 

induces foreign import spending patterns, and 

encourages government to live off their 

(hydrocarbon) capital rather than income from 

productive capacity. 40 

 

 Nigeria and Niger Delta states have had insufficient investment in 

human capital in oil exploration and exploitation. Stealing and 

mismanagement of proceeds from oil, inappropriate or no taxation and 

heightened undemocratic practices have compounded this. While oil 

revenues and consequences have led to grievances in producer regions, and 

provoked military challenges, such as coups, in the struggle for power and 

in the end control oil, the full spectrum of the accruing social and economic 

benefits, indirect and direct, including inputs to current account and 
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balance of payments, as well as multiplier effects from long-term 

investments are underplayed. This is so since these problems exist in 

nations minerals order than oil are prospected and exploited.  

 Consequently, the following deductions have been made to include, 

firstly, that there are other sources of problems in Nigeria other than oil 

with equally long-established multiple and growing links with the local 

economies. These could be found in government’s ineffectual policies, in 

addition to the fact that political authorities or elite has squandered the 

benefits from the mining and extractive industries, as in oil. 

 Secondly, ethnic grievances in oil producing areas are caused by the 

lack of access to the state centre treasury and exacerbated by ethnic 

imbalances. It has not always been about uneven distribution or allocation 

of revenues from oil. The Niger Delta issue, although presently subsumed 

under resource derivation and allocation, has other colourations evidenced 

by intra-communal agitations for supremacy, for instance, between the 

Ijaw, Urhobo and Ogoni (acclaimed minoritarians). 

 Thirdly, most of the problems in African states date back to the 

colonization and decolonization periods. For instance, ethnic and military 

challenges in Nigeria have had multifactorial dimensions. The history of 

coups d’etat and power struggles date back before the discovery of oil in 

1957. Rather, power and its control at the centre has been the aim and the 

revenues from oil have been used in the maintenance of the State’s political 

apparatus. 41 

 Fourthly, it is not true that resource allocation has been the bane of 

democracy in Nigeria, although it could lead to its malfunction. 

Historically, there does not seem to have been any normal democracies in 

Africa. At best, there have been one-party systems dominated by, or 

constructed for an ethnic group’s control. It, thus, becomes which ethnic 

group’s elite that controls power and oil game. According to Duncan 

Clarke, the problem of power control is rooted in the socio-cultural matrix 

than in the fattened state apparatuses created by the oil boom. 42 
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 Fifthly, the so-called political changes in Nigeria have been attempts, 

and with successes, by one autocracy replaced by another or an ethnic 

dominated party over another. Etched in Nigeria’s past, oil comes in as fuel 

for the processes that have their origins in colonialism and in post-colonial 

states which were designed for neo-coloniality and against the waves of 

Nigeria’s past history which has not merged with the present. Nigeria has 

been cursed by her elite or politicians than by oil. Ethnic chauvinism was 

already deep rooted before the discovery of oil.   

 

Concluding Remarks 

 The emphasis on the evil effects of oil or its curse has left a lacuna in 

an historical analysis of events that led to Nigeria’s present development 

impasse. It is within the triangle of history, the contexts in time and space, 

and the quest by multinational oil companies for business and their 

contributions, direct and indirect, to Nigeria. It is unarguable that the input 

of corporate oil has been diverted and squandered by Nigeria’s hustling 

elite in consonance with flawed government policies and dubious con-

tracts entered into with conniving global oil companies.  

 Yet, the masses have been made to believe that the multinational 

companies have unilaterally been responsible for the depredations in the 

Niger Delta. The oil companies must not be seen as pernicious states within 

states and tools for siphoning national wealth for political authorities into 

foreign accounts. The corporations are portrayed as pure mechanisms of 

patronage, totally flawed in their activities without some redeeming 

virtues. The corporations must be assessed beyond their sole functions as 

interlocutors for neo-colonialism and purveyors of sleaze for Nigerian 

political elite. 

 Nigeria’s oil saga must be assessed within the contexts of her 

traditional economic structures, cultures and boundaries. The conventional 

wisdom that blames all of her woes on oil should be stopped or curtailed. 

It is contended that this would open up a better vent for proper historical 
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consideration of the evil effects of oil and with greater emphasis on the 

effects of its exploitation on the Niger Delta’s environment and people. 

 This paper has surveyed the economic realities in Nigeria nexus the 

impact of oil (resource curse) and her past socio-economic and political 

fabrics which the trappings of modernity and its paradigms have been 

unable to supplant. No matter the extent to which one could admit, 

chiefdoms, clans and distinctive ethnic nationalities still largely dominate 

Nigeria’s socio-economic landscape. Land is still her major economic asset 

other than oil; and its ownership is by lineages and usage collective 

although controlled by hereditary chiefs and headmen.  

 Oral traditions are deeply adhered to in Nigeria. Even in urban 

areas, people are still bound by their roots, customs and communalistic 

ways of relationships. Nigeria’s survival is still a cohabitation of her 

primordial past, which is still largely subsistence and pre-capitalist, and the 

modern which is enforced capitalism. This reality must not be ignored. The 

adoption of illusory macro-economic indices where numeric composites are 

used to measure indicators and benchmarks of capitalism cannot be a 

solution.  

 Nigeria’s agglomerating communities created her history and will 

always be the main architect of her future. Nigerians must find out how 

they arrived at their present impasse. In spite of myriad problems, Nigeria’s 

history has been dominated, since the 1970s, by the struggle for the control 

of oil and power by her elite, between the north and south, and by the 

people of the Niger Delta for resource control. Nigeria’s underdevelopment 

cannot be wiped away by a flood of petrodollars but by an indepth analysis 

of her historical past. This would then be accompanied by an 

acknowledgment of the facts about oil and the root causes of the ills claimed 

regarding oil vis-à-vis the activities of Nigeria’s elite, political leaders and 

corporate oil. But the truth remains that while investments came in through 

corporate oil and oil went out, the Niger Delta has remained abysmally 

impoverished and the indigenes psycho-physically brutalized.      
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