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Abstract: - Contrary to expectations, democratic advancements 

and establishment of modern institutions of liberal cum 

regularization of periodic elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic 

has not brought an end to personal. Rather prebendalistic 

perception of public office, alongside the twin incidence of 

neopatrimonialism and political clientelism has fostered the 

prevalence of personal rule. Upon examining the theoretical 

precepts of prebendalism the study claims; while personal rule 

negates the probability of democratization, individual networks 

wills of statesmen amongst other ethnic, political and social elites 

arguably remains the panacea of democratic survival. 

Consequently, as opposed to focusing on the negative effects of 

personal rule, the study propagates the need to take into account 

certain non-political determinants of political outcomes in the 

practice of democracy. Conclusively it posits, the need for the 

contextualization of governance in line with prevailing norms, 

ethics and values 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

ontrary to the expectations of modern democratic 

development, the establishment of liberal institutions of 

democracy cum regularization of competitive elections in 

Nigeria’s Fourth republic has not, brought about the demise of 

personal rule in Nigeria’s political landscape. Rather the 

underlying informal institutions of neopatrimonialism and 

political clientelism have adapted and co-existed alongside 

liberal democratic institutions and contributed to the 

persistence of personal rule. Nigeria arguably combines the 

formal architecture of modern bureaucratic states, constrained 

in theory by laws– with the informal reality of a highly 

unitary, centralized, personalized and unaccountable power. 

Although substantial empirical evidence is not readily 

available due to the clandestine nature of personal rule, 

probabilities are somewhat strong enough for political 

scientist to accept the materiality of such practices. 

 Nigeria falls under what Huntington (1991) coins 

‘third wave democracies’ which represents countries in the 

developing world that witnessed a mass wave of transition to 

democracies signalling an end to  the war of political 

ideologies, the Cold War.  These transitions inherently 

brought about diverse forms of democracies with numerous 

contextual variations, uniqueness and challenges. Such that in 

theory they are democratic entities with similar institutions of 

modern democracies but in practice they differ contextually 

from each other and from the Western forms of democracy 

respectively. While indigenous determinants such as nature of 

constitution, parliamentary or presidential democracies and 

culture cannot be divorced from practical governance, these 

new democracies act as though policy making amongst other 

statutory obligations of any government resides within the 

legal rational and bureaucratic state institutions, whilst in 

actual terms political power is likely entrenched in a highly 

unitary, personalistic and centralized informal socio-economic 

and political process sustained by high pervasive levels 

informal institutions of neopatrimonialism and political 

clientelism. Hence, it is the view of this study that, what 

abounds in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic (NFR) is a democracy 

that portrays outward signs of a modern democracies and 

posses institutions of democracy, but in reality the Nigerian 

state remains arguably personified as opposed to 

institutionalized. 

Employing a descriptive method of inquiry, this study 

examines the existence of a plausible causal relationship 

between political clientelism, neopatrimonialism and the 

persistence of Personal Rule (PR) in NFR. While for the 

purpose of theorification, personal rule will be theorized by 

exploring the tenets of prebendalism credited politically to 

Joseph Richard A, will encompass the theoretical framework 

upon which the propositions of this study will be interrogated. 

The theory is adopted in a bid to account for the dominant 

perception of Nigeria’s political elite towards public office or 

political power.  

II. CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION 

By means of complimenting the introductory prologue of the 

study, this section aims at elucidating the reach of pertinent 

concepts that are germane to better understanding the 

phenomena under interrogation. They include democracy, 

personal rule, political clientelism and neopatrimonialism 

respectively. This is particularly important owing to the 

absence of universal measure for most concepts in social 

science.  

The concept of democracy is abstractly construed as 

a process where voters elect periodically leaders to represent 

them at various levels. A classical definition in this regard is 

that offered by Huntington (1991:7) who conceives a political 

system as being democratic, ―to the extent that it’s most 

powerful collective decision makers are selected through fair, 

honest and periodic elections in which candidates freely 
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compete for votes and in which virtually all the adult 

population is eligible to vote. While numerous scholars may 

have emphasized variations in democracy, certain elements 

are universal to liberal democratic values. They include but 

not necessarily limited to; political tolerance, transparency, 

accountability, periodic free and fair elections, human rights, 

multi-party systems and rule of law. In Nigeria the standard 

measure for democracy in the fourth republic remains 

elections, which are largely marred with numerous 

irregularities. Subsequently, the study claims elections as 

measure for democracy is necessary but not sufficient 

measure for democracy. Hence, democracy as obtained in 

NFR continuous to be plagued with multifaceted exogenous 

and endogenous challenges, which has mitigated the 

democratization process. Formidably, the rule of individual 

challenges the institutionalization of political power in Nigeria 

as in a predominant part of Africa. 

The concept of personal rule became popular with 

the publication in 1982 of an influential book by Robert 

Jackson and Carl Rosberg, Personal rule in Black Africa: 

Prince, Autocrat, Prophet, and Tyrant. Ever since, the concept 

has attracted a fairly large amount of commentary, critique 

and synthesis by many scholars of African politics, policy 

makers and students alike. According to Jackson and Rosberg 

(1984), personal rule is conceived as unique political system, 

where rivalries and struggles of powerful and wilful men, 

rather than impersonal institutions, ideologies, public policies, 

or class interest, are fundamental in shaping political life. 

Obazaghi (2011) claims the political system of personal rule 

as one determined less by institutions or impersonal social 

factors than by personal authorities and power. Kamvara 

(1993) weighs in claiming, in personalist regimes, political 

institutionalization largely emanates not from the legally 

sanctioned institutions of law—whether constitutional or 

civic—but as a result of the personal wishes and whims of 

those who happen to hold the reins of power. Diamond 

(2008:14) buttresses the underlying assertions stating, the 

political struggle in Africa remains very much a conflict 

between the rule of law and the rule of a person. Auyero 

(2001) contends informal institutions of leadership to mean 

the socially shared rules outside of officially sanctioned 

channels that enable leaders to gain power in daily life. 

Subsequently, Francis and Imobong (2013) also argue 

political elites in Africa have come to view power as their 

birth right and that most political office holders have come to 

regard themselves as power personified. 

Against this backdrop, personal rule is conceived as a distinct 

type of political arrangement where socially communicated 

norms amongst other non-political determinants form the 

basis upon which authoritative political actions are taken. 

Interestingly, such type of system emanates from formally 

defined institutions. In such arrangements individuals assume 

the roles of institutions.  

 What then is neopatrimonialism and what are the 

possible mediating mechanisms through which it affects 

personal rule in NFR? Neopatrimonialism is derived from 

Weber’s patrimonial rule, which in abstract terms places 

emphasis on individual rather than office. Accordingly, Weber 

(1968) claims, as with classical patrimonialism the right to 

rule is ascribed to a person rather than an office. Eisenstaedt 

(1972) on the other hand claims in contemporary 

neopatrimonialism, relationships of loyalty and dependence 

pervades formal political and administrative systems and that 

leaders occupy bureaucratic offices less to perform public 

service than to acquire wealth and status. While to Roth 

(1968) and Clapham (1985) neo-patrimonialism is the most 

salient type of authority in the developing world because it 

corresponds to the normal forms of social organization in pre-

colonial societies. Bratton and Van de Walle (1994:458) 

contend the institutional hallmark of African regimes in 

neopatrimonialism, in neopatrimonial regimes; the chief 

executive maintains authority through personal patronage, 

rather than through ideology or laws.  

In lieu, this study argues in neopatrimonialist societies the 

distinction between private and public is relatively blur. 

Hence, neopatrimonialism is argued to entail the award by 

public officials of personal favours, both within and outside 

the state to clients and inner cycle, who in return mobilize 

political support and refer all decisions upwards a mark of 

deference to patrons. Within this pretext it also denotes a 

system of social hierarchy where patrons (president, ministers, 

legislators, governors, council chairmen) utilize state 

resources in order to secure the loyalty of clients in the 

general population. It is an informal and unequal patron–client 

relationship of domination and dependence that can reach 

from very high up in state structures down to fragmented mass 

of citizens. Neopatrimonialism fosters personal in the sense 

that it ensures loyalty to high public official, who in turn 

reward clients in return for political survival. In Nigeria 

ascription to electoral office goes beyond elections, a selected 

crop of permanent aristocrats and political elites decide who 

gets what, where, how and for how long.  

 Political clientelism on the other hand is defined by 

Joseph (1987); Kettering (1988) as a complex chain of 

personal bonds between political patrons, their individual 

clients and followers. These bonds are founded on mutual 

material advantage, the patron furnishes excludable resources 

(money, jobs) to dependents and accomplices in return for 

their support and cooperation (votes, attendance at rallies). 

The patron has disproportionate power and thus enjoys wide 

latitude on assets under his control. 

Tons of unaccountable slush funds at the disposal of political 

office holders accords them avenue to appropriate public 

resources for personal gains. This foster personal rule as more 

than often patron-client bonds have assumed the official 

apparatus by which wealth is redistributed. Access or in-

access to resource or public goods and services largely 

depends on the existence of bonds or personal ties between 

political patrons and their clients.  
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 Stokes (2007), argued, relations of patrons and 

clients presents us with a paradox. They entail unequal actor-

slave and master, serf-lord, sharecropper-landowner, worker-

manager, who enter into a social relationship which is largely 

both voluntary and from the less powerful vintage point 

exploitative. In Kitschelt’s (2000:849) words patronage 

involves reciprocity and voluntarism, but also exploitation and 

domination. Luis (2011:353) claims clientelism involves 

asymmetric but mutually beneficial relationships of power and 

exchange, a non-universalistic quid pro quo between 

individuals or groups of unequal standing. It implies mediated 

and selective access to resources and markets from which 

others are normally excluded.  

This access is conditioned on subordination, compliance or 

dependence on the goodwill of others. Those in control 

patrons, sub-patrons, and brokers-provide selective access to 

goods and opportunities and place themselves or their 

supporters in positions from which they can divert resources 

and services in their favour. Ayoade (2006:78) claims Nigeria 

has witnessed the exact opposite of what democracy connotes; 

political process are hijacked by a personality cult of 

godfathers who became the effective gatekeepers of the 

(parties) and ipso facto (controllers) of the political landscape. 

It will suffice to claim, that while the twin incidence 

of neopatrimonialism and political clientelism contributes to 

the persistence of PR in NFR, their implications could be 

assessed based on contextual political realities. In Nigeria the 

formal institutions of governance are relatively weak and in 

extreme cases almost non-existent, and for democracy to 

enjoy wide range of social acceptance it should at minimal 

provide basic public goods and services. Thus, in the absence 

of functionally available formal institutions, personal rule 

assumes the role of wealth redistribution, promotion of 

political stability, enable democratic transitions amongst 

others. This is thought to be so because the influence of a 

selected crop of political elites referred to in most cases as 

‘elder statesmen’ cannot be divorced from determining 

political outcomes. Furthermore, while the clandestine nature 

of neopatrimonialism and political clientelism makes it 

difficult to measure, certain personalities have exploited the 

heterogeneous nature of the state and influence the process of 

which region or ethnicity gets what, where and when.  

III. THEORIZING PREBENDALISM 

The essence of liberal democracy as obtained in the diverse 

literature is to ensure that power actually belongs to the 

masses who elect political representatives from within the 

parameters of democratic electoral procedure and process and 

that those elected use their offices to address the development 

needs of the citizens and that of the nation at large. 
Regrettably, in Nigeria these principles of democracy are far 

from realization. This is attributable in part to perverse nature 

of prebendalism, which has over the years characterized the 

nation’s political activities and government administration. 

Abstractly, prebendalism entails the act of appropriating 

public office by office holders for selfish personal gains. 

 Consequently, Joseph (1987) conceptualized it as the 

pattern of political behaviour which reflects, as its justifying 

principle, that the offices of the state may be competed for and 

then utilized for the personal benefit of the office holders as 

well as that of their reference or support groups. Accordingly, 

he notes that in Nigeria, state political offices are primarily 

regarded as prebends that can be appropriated by the office 

holders to generate material benefits for themselves and for 

others. Linus (2006) and Mala (2010) argue prebendalism has 

become the dominant and defining characteristics of the 

Nigerian State and her politics. Indeed, the political and social 

behaviours that have continued to dominate Nigerian polity 

and politics since independence is the prebendal tendencies 

among the politicians. Accordingly, Bartholomew and Ralph 

(2015:18) rightly argued  

Prebendalism as it obtains in Nigeria can be 

perceived from two major perspectives. One, as a 

situation where political offices are regarded as 

prebends that can be appropriated by their holders 

and actually used as such to generate material benefit 

for themselves. Two, as a form of political clientele 

in which people ascend to political offices through 

the active support of power brokers (political God 

Fathers), ethnic or kin groups who must be rewarded 

in sundry ways including using the trappings of such 

office. 

It is of utmost important to note that, at this juncture even 

though prebendalism obtains amongst elected and non-elected 

public official, it is used within this pretext to account for one 

of the mechanisms through which personal rule thrives in 

NFR. In this regard Ogundiya (2010) corroborates this as he 

asserts that Nigeria’s brand of politicking is essentially a 

prebendal enterprise engaged in, largely, for the crude 

appropriation of national resources.  

 In this regards the study identifies pervasive political 

culture as the drive behind prebendal tendencies amongst 

public office holders in Nigeria. Fundamentally, political 

culture represents the attitudes, trends, believes and values 

system which defines the functionality of a given political 

structure. Hari (1997) conceptualize political culture as the 

commonly accepted rules in the political game and the shared 

orientations or beliefs towards political events and objects. 

While Dahl (1967) argues that political culture is a major 

factor in explaining various patterns of political behaviour and 

activities. 

Accordingly, every political community is entrenched in a 

defined political culture and such political culture conditions 

the reactions and actions of people within that political 

community towards political issues, circumstances and 

developments. Such culture is acquired through amongst other 

means socialization and communication, fostered by social 

acceptance.  
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With recourse to the ongoing debate, in Nigeria the influence 

of notable national personalities is not alien to the political 

landscape. As far back as the dying days of colonial 

domination notable colonial elites from various regions 

controlled national resources, formulated, articulated and 

implemented self-serving policies to consolidate their hold on 

power, under the guise of nation building. These crops of 

elites in Nigeria and beyond overtime developed some sense 

of entitlement and treated nations as if it were their personal 

belongings. This singular act created a pathological and far 

reaching informal network of patron-client relationship that 

sustains democratic politics in Nigeria. While personalist 

states may negate prospects of democratization, these personal 

networks have been the bane upon which heterogeneous 

societies such as Nigeria thrives. Based on the foregoing, the 

study a model as seen below to account for the self-

reproductive personalist regimes in the fourth Republic.   

 

 

Diagram 1 Source: Author. 

Diagram 1 depicts the mechanism through which 

prebendalism is argued to sustain personal rule in NFR. In the 

above pathology, prebendalistic tendencies that abounds in the 

ruling class has over time created far reaching network of 

patron-client relationships and neopatrimonialist redistribution 

of wealth. This in turn like a chain reaction fosters individual 

personalization of power in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. 

IV. PERSONAL RULE AT PLAY 

The influence of individual big-men of politics coexisting 

alongside a multi-party democracy as witnessed in the 

Nigeria’s Fourth Republic cannot be over emphasized. Khan 

(2005) contends it is imperative to comprehend the role of 

individuals (personal will) for any appreciable understanding 

of the challenges confronting democratization process in 

developing states. The Source, (Feb. 25, 2008: 16) claims, 

Obasanjo’s administration was never prepared to carry out 

any project that would not directly or indirectly benefit its 

immediate clients, cronies and allied political forces. A classic 

case was the ‘Iyabo-gate’ whereby his daughter went to 

Russia, Australia to do business with fake names probably 

because her father was in the helm of affairs and ready to 

protect her. While Shopeju and Ojukwu (2008) weigh in on 

the argument by claiming, the government of Olusegun 

Obasanjo undertook ‘reforms’ in various areas. The economic 

reform programme simply picked from various sources those 

issues that are likely appeal to foreign ‘donors’ and facilitate 

the achievement of the economic ambitions of a the few 

associates and cronies. To be sure, the major sectors of the 

economy were placed on the building blocks of rapacious 

entrepreneurs, many of whom were in government using 

proxies to purchase government properties courtesy of the 

Bureau of Public Enterprises (BPE). While some of these 

privatized institutions such as National Electric Power 

Authority (NEPA) have been revoked and re-sold on several 

occasions, the likes of National Insurance Corporation of 

Nigeria (NICON) and NITEL have largely remained 

grounded.  

 To further elucidate how the Obasanjo’s led 

administration was defined by self-centredness and lack of 

coherent and development oriented policies, Tell (May 30, 

2005: 25-27), despite the president’s claim that no kobo of 

government funds had gone in to the launching of his grand 

library, state governors affirmed that a total sum of N360 

million was donated by them to the president’s private cause. 

At the federal level, the ministers donated their May salaries 

to their boss. Aside the quantum sum donated by a consortium 

of banks, individuals like Mike Adenuga, Aliko Dangote and 

Sonny Odogwu also donated a large sum to support the  

president’s library project. While President Obasanjo was 

applauded for his contribution to the Paris Club Debt relief 

amounting to $18 billion, the conditions surrounding the relief 

was highly shrouded as Aluko (2007:272) captures it; ‘the 

regime bought the bait of the western creditor nations to pay 

$12.5 billion of the debt at a tranche, in order to receive $18 

billion debt relief, an amount which no other debtor-nation in 

history has ever paid at once. Nigeria paid such a huge 

ransom, because the Nigerian government has more money 

than sense’. Lastly, having performed in certain spheres the 

Obasanjo led administration and that of his predecessor 

enjoyed a significant rise in the price of crude and 

corresponding exploration thereof, should shift in price of 

crude be pegged with development in both administrations, 

then Nigerians have been short-changed. 

Conclusively, the questionable award of pipeline protection 

contracts to repentant militants by the President Jonathan led 

administration depicts nepotism and lack of accountability and 

transparency. While the oil rich region was at relative peace 

and exploration at its peak, contracts were awarded to private 

individuals to protect oil facilities owned by the state and 

Multi-National Corporation. Furthermore, upon assumption of 

office in 2015 President Muhammadu Buhari has been largely 

criticized for the ethno-centrism in regards to appointment of 

principal officers.  

Personal Rule 

Political Clientelism 

Prebendalism

Neopatrimonialism 
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V. CONCLUSION 

While personal rule may have deprived Nigerians of an ideal 

practice of democracy as theoretically conceived. As well as 

re-instated the dominance of the permanent political elites and 

worsened the woes of the average citizen, it has been the basis 

upon which democratic regression has failed to materialized. 

Nigerians do not enjoy good governance neither do they 

witness dividends of democracies. The continuous existence 

of democracy as obtained in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic is 

credited to wilful political and state elites whom employ their 

personal networks, ties and bonds to ensure the survival of 

one of the most heterogeneous state as a single political 

community. More than often, the relatively weak state 

apparatus has failed to address pertinent issues that are 

thought to be detrimental to integrating the various ethnicities 

in Nigeria. While the study does not in any fonts assents to 

personal rule in any font, it argues certain cultural 

determinants of political leadership in Nigeria should be taken 

into consideration. For an informalist perspective it also 

places more emphasis on governance and not government. 

Conclusively, while this study does not in any font seek to 

justify the persistence of PR, it argues they are two sides to 

the coin, rather than castigating and discrediting this informal 

institution in its totality, there remains a crucial need to 

examine prospects of institutionalizing such informal 

practices to serve as springboard for political stability.  
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