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Abstract 

 The paper seeks to examine the role of Democracy and 

Human Rights in nation-building exercise. Nation-building itself 

involves the transformation of many separate nations into a single 

nation. It also entails the stimulation of love for that new entity.  On 

the other hand, human rights are natural rights that belong to the 

people by virtue of their being human beings.  Again, democracy 

goes beyond the rituals of polling stations, roling and swearing in 

exercises. It rather includes the recognition of the obligations the 

government owes to the governed The paper finally x-rays the 

relationship between democracy and human rights development. It 

argues that positive human rights development can enhance 

effective nation-building as well as an enduring democratic values.  

 

Introduction  

 Democracy, nation-building and human rights are three different 

concepts but are related in the sense that they can play jointly viable roles 

in a stable polity. Nation building itself is a continuous process especially 

in a country that has various nations such as Nigeria. On the other hand, 

human rights are universal rights and are believed to supercede any 

national or domestic law.  The difficulty in the attempt to provide a concise 

and precise definition of democracy is often compounded by the fact that 
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throughout history the concept has been the subject of great intellectual and 

ideological constestation.  

 The on entrenchment of an acceptable democratic norms can 

contribute to genuine nation-building process. Again, viable human rights 

posture can also enhance effective building of a nation. This is because the 

task of nation-building involves the transformation of many separate 

nations into a single nation. It also involves the stimulation of love for that 

new entity, hence, it is only the adoption of a viable democracy and an 

enduring human rights development that can help to achieve the desired 

national development and integration in Nigeria.  

 

The Concept of Democracy  

 As already stated in the introduction, it has always been difficult to 

provide a concise and precise definition of democracy. The concept has 

been the subject of great intellectual and ideological contestations 

throughout history. Attempt made by some scholars to overcome the 

limitation by focusing on the functional aspect of the concept, though 

commendable is not foolproof.  It is in this respect, that democracy should 

be related to the socio-cultural realities of the people concerned. This should 

also encompass the known processes of citizens rights and  privileges, 

political competition in regular and free atmosphere, probity and 

supremacy of the peoples’ will. Therefore, democracy should be governed 

by its beneficial use to the people at large, hence, according to Anugwom 

which he quoted from Sari  

Democracy exists when relation between the people 

(governed) and the government abides by the principle that 

the state is at the service of the citizens and not the citizens at 

the service of the state, that the government exists for the 

people and not vice-versa. 

 

In the respect, democracy goes beyond the rituals of polling stations, 

voting and swearing in exercises to include the recognition of the 
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obligations the governors owe the governed and the fact that democracy 

should be geared towards rendering greater service to the citizens. Some 

scholars view democratization as involving matters of constitutional choice 

which transcends multi-party elections or the replacement of one group by 

another in government. They favour the evolvement of a type of 

government which gives the opportunity for all to make inputs into the  

governing process without compromising the integrity and effectiveness of 

those processes. In other words, they favour a multiple or concurrent 

constitutional order rather than one single center of authority and power.  

 In Nigeria, Nigerians are traditionally a democratic people despite 

popular Western opinion. In this respect, the rule of law, freedom of 

citizens, the application of checks and balances on rulers often marked a 

majority of traditional Nigeria societies. For example, the study carried out 

by Peil in 1976 discovered that Nigerian people are democratic  and politics 

form an important part of their lives. Again, Nigerian citizens generally feel 

they have inalienable rights to speak their mind on the government of the 

day. However, what is new about the democratic exercise in Nigeria or 

what can be called modern democracy lies in its scope and its westernized 

electoral system. In Nigeria, traditional democracy approximated more the 

Greek Orthodox method than the now popular and more feasible 

representative democracy.  

 Finally, it has been observed and rightly too, that the trends towards 

democratization in Africa generally and Nigeria in particular have long 

been hindered by a lot of obstacles and problems. Using Nigeria as an 

example, three glaring factors have been identified as hindering the process 

of governance and democratization in Nigeria. These include the 

overriding and pervasive feeling of alienation among many Nigerians, the  

indeterminacy of what are the citizens’ rights obligations and 

responsibilities and the  weakness of the state.  
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The Organic Link between Democracy and Human Rights Development  

 The clamour for democracy and good governance especially in 

Nigeria stems from two broad reasons namely; the demand of fundamental 

human rights and the absence of basic freedom for the individual. These 

have in the main, remained familiar traits of majority of the successive 

government in Nigeria especially during the military regimes prior to 1999. 

Nigerians are now clamouring for greater responsiveness of their political 

leaderships, respect for human rights, welfare, accountability and a two-

way channel of information between the people and their leadership.  

Again, Nigerians are equally clamouring for an equitable legal system, and 

the independence of the judiciary for the protection of the ordinary citizen. 

Under a pluralistic political framework, the existence of choice in selecting 

those who will lead should be given a priority. Above all, the corollary 

existence of the choice to periodically review and renew or even terminate 

the mandate given to the political leadership should normally provide the 

basis for a good government. In this respect democracy and the protection 

of human rights have become a universally shared ideal.  

 In Africa which Nigeria is an integral part, most governments have 

repeatedly failed to better the conditions of the masses. This has become 

one of the major reasons for the advocation of democracy in Africa 

generally and Nigeria in particular. For instance, in most African states, it 

was then expected that independence would open the gates to the good life 

and rehabilitate the African personality. On attainment of political or flag 

independence, the inheritors of apparatus of power or indigenous 

bourgeoisie shamelessly reneged on their promises and abandoned the 

masses. Many of the post-independent leaders had been too familiar with 

colonial dictatorship and could not be democratic. Again, the concept of 

political opposition in government was too strange not too be abused and 

consequently suppressed. Henceforth, long reigning presidents and mono-

parties became the rule rather than the exception. To worsen the whole 

scenario, external forces that sought to retain economic domination helped 

to prop up corrupt leaders who amassed wealth overseas while 
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collaborating to ensure alien exploitation of their resources.  As a result of 

all these ugly developments, injustices, oppression, economic 

mismanagement, corruption and instability have become recurring 

decimals in Africa in general and Nigeria in particular. 

 In Africa, the worst abuses of human rights were perpetuated in the 

1970’s in place such as Uganda, Equatorial Guinea and Central African 

Republic. In Nigeria there are clear evidences of poor human rights 

development and abuses have equally assumed unparalled dimension. The 

number of absolutist  decrees or laws especially during the military regimes 

whose contents fly in the face of the rule of law were always on the increase.  

 

Nation-Building  

 What does one mean by nation-building?  

 According to Nwabughuogu, “Nation-building is a search for 

nation-hood and a process of developing groups or individuals to cultivate 

a sense of love for a given nation and to accept their commitment to a 

nation-state”. Nation-building equally involves the creation of a favourable 

environment that will sustain the sense of love developed by the 

individuals and groups for the nation-state.  Nation building would not 

normally be a problem if the peoples of the world live in nations in the 

original sense of the world. This is because a nation is a body of people 

having the same language, culture, common historical experience and 

popular will and at the same time inhabiting a geographically contiguous 

territory.  

 Based on these attributes, it is therefore very clear that many nations 

such as Nigeria do not possess some or all the important determinants of a 

nation. For example, some nations are not geographically contiguous while 

others do not have a common history. In Africa nation building is more 

herculean because the nations that emerged at independence were not 

nations as conventionally defined. They were rather nation-states brought 

together by accidents of history through colonialism. They lack all the 

determinants of a nation and were not in a position to create the good life 
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for their citizens at independence. They were brutalized and exploited for 

a long period of colonial rule.  The task of nation-building especially in 

Nigeria involves the transformation of many separate nations into a single 

nation and the stimulation of love for that new entity. It is therefore on 

record that despite many years after independence, the process of nation-

building is still at its rudimentary stage.  This is because all attempts to forge 

nations out of the entities created by colonial rule has been abortive.  

 

The Palace of Human Rights in the Process of National Integration  

 An indepth examination of human rights development in Nigeria 

especially during both the civilian and military administrations is 

necessary. This exercise will help to determine the extent to which human 

rights and democracy can enhance nation-building and integration.  Like 

many countries in the Third World, Nigeria is often reluctant to accord legal 

recognition to social and economic rights. They view these rights as burden 

hence dominant and ruling elite in the country is most unwilling to 

shoulder them. As such there were glaring evidences of human rights 

violations in Nigeria during the First and Second Republic. These rights 

abuses were mostly noticeable during election and campaign periods. 

Many people were often intimidated during campaign exercises while 

many others were disenfranchised during elections. Again, political thugs 

were deliberately employed to cause havoc at polling situations while 

snatching of ballot boxes become a recurring decimals. Killing and maiming 

were encouraged by contestants who favoured do-or-die politics. These 

human rights abuses during these periods (First and Second Republics) 

encouraged mutual suspicion among the different ethnic groups and ethnic 

sentiments often became rife. National cohesion and integration were 

equally threatened. It therefore becomes clear that only positive human 

rights development can act as a veritable tool for the enhancement of 

effective nation building and integration.  
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Human Rights Development under the Military and its Impact on 

Democratization and Nation-Building Process  

 The development of human rights during the military regimes in 

Nigeria was such that neither democracy nor national integration could be 

achieved. For example, between June 12 1993 and June 1998, the military 

degraded the development of human rights and brought abuses to the 

limelight through different forms. These include the use of retroactivity, 

ouster clauses, legislative judgment and prohibition of appeals.  

 Under retroactivity, decrees were deliberately backdated to 

legitimize illegalities or to make certain persons culpable or liable to specific 

actions which did not constitute offences at the time they were carried out. 

Such retroactive decrees were designed in such a manner that the “victim” 

did not escape punishment and the  punishments were usually harsh. Such 

retroactive decrees were therefore used  in the most harmful ways and were 

intended to take away rights previously granted to contract or public 

appointment. A typical example was the Suspension of Part IV (Human 

Rights) in the 1979 Constitution. In otherwise, the suspension of that part 

of the Nigerian constitution made the use of retroactive decrees possible 

and redress untenable.  

 The second form of human rights degradation under the military 

regime in Nigeria manifested itself in the introduction of ouster clauses. 

This is often employed to limit the regular courts substantially in the 

adjudication of cases and if possible erode completely the powers of the 

court. These ugly developments do not enhance democracy or national 

integration.  

 Legislative judgment was also another inhibiting factor to the 

process of nation-building. Under legislative judgments, decrees were 

enacted aimed at specific individuals or situations. They were also used to 

signal the creation of special tribunals for the adjudication of specific cases. 

For example, one such decree under legislative judgment was later used to 

justify the human execution of Kenule Saro-Wiwa. It has to be noted that 
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these decrees were clear usurpations of judgment of judicial powers which 

transgressed the boundaries of the principles of separation of powers.  

 Finally, there was the prohibition of judicial of appeals under the 

military dispensation. This was another blow to the development of human 

rights and did not encourage the existence of genuine democracy and 

effective nation building. In this regard, decrees setting up military 

tribunals did not provide for appeal to regular courts. Appeal was only 

possible to the executive power of the same military regime setting the 

tribunal. This was in direct contravention of article 14(14) of the 

International Covenant on Cultural and Political Rights (ICCPR) which 

states that “everyone has the right to his conviction and sentence being 

reviewed by a higher tribunal according to law”. In this regard the right 

review or appeal by a higher court shall provide a thorough and impartial 

review of the facts of the case within a reasonable period of time. As a result 

of these aberrations by the military, human rights were often subordinated 

to national security and nation-building.  

 

Conclusion  

 This paper has painstakingly examined the place of democracy and 

human rights in the process of National-building. The paper has established 

that nation-building is a continuous process and is not easily achievable 

especially in a country that has various nations such as Nigeria. However, 

the adoption of acceptable democratic norms and values can bring about 

genuine nation-building exercise. On the other hand, positive human rights 

development can enhance and encourage effective nation-building. This is 

because the task of nation-building involves the transformation of many 

separate nations into a single nation. It also involves the stimulation of love 

for that new entity. Therefore, it is only the adoption or entrenchment of a 

viable democracy and an enduring human rights development that can 

help to achieve the desired nation-building exercise in Nigeria. 
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