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The Bureaucratic Elite in Nigeria

GoDSON ONYEKWERE NWANKWO*

NigeriJJ has been under, within the past 70 years or more, a colonial regime until
1960, a civilian democratic regime until 1966, and four military regimes until 1979. It
is presently under a presidential form of government. During these changes, the pat­
terns of recruitment into the higher public service in Nigeria have been influenced by
both merit and non-merit criteria. EtHnic politics, educational imbalance among dif­
ferent states, and the need to ensure unity and stability were among several factors af­
fecting recruitment patterns. The level and form of political role of the bureaucratic
elite in NigeriJJ varied according to the type of regime in power, the quality of politi­
cal leadership,and the prevailing constitutional arrangement.
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In troduction

Within the past seventy years or
more, Nigeria has been under a colo­
nial regime which ended in 1960; a
civilian democratic regime that was
ousted by the military in 1.966; and
four authoritarian military regimes.
With the adoption of a new Consti­
tution in 1980, the country has come
under a presidential system of govern­
ment. Except for the exodus of most
of the European civil servants from
Nigeria shortly before and after Inde­
pendence,' the public' bureaucracy in
Nigeria has maintained relative conti­
nuity despite the frequent changes in
governments.

The major concern of this paper is
to compare the status of the higher
public servants during these various
regimes.. In pursuit of this objective,

*Lecturer, Department of Political Sci­
.enee, University of Nigeria. Nsukka.

four relevant areas will be focused
upon:

(1) Some theoretical considerations
on public bureaucracies in de­
veloping nations;

(2) The literature on the politics of
administration and on the rela­
tionship between the bureau­
crats and political leaders in Ni­
geria;

(3) Variations in recruitment pat­
terns into the higher civil ser­
vice under these regimes. What
kinds of variables account for
these variations and what im­
pact did the variations in re­
cruitment patterns have on bu­
reaucratic .performance and on
the political system?

(4) The political role of the higher
bureaucrats. Did this role in­
crease or decrease during the .
military regimes, and why? Did
the type of relationships bet­
ween the higher public servants
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and the political leaders influ­
ence bureaucratic attainment or
frustration?

In this study, the use of the term
"bureaucratic elite" is confined to the
higher civil servants who comprise
the administrative and professional
classes.. These categories of civil ser­
vants, by reason of their expertise ana
bureaucratic attainment, are likely to
relate more often with politicians than
with the lower levels of civil servants.

It is hoped that the findings of the
present study will shed light on the
valiUity of the following working hy­
potheses:

(1) The political situation in most
developing countries is such
that recruitment into the public
service is based on both merit
and non-merit criteria.

(2) In most developing countries,
much emphasis is placed on rap­
id development, thereby increas­
ing the decision role of the
.higher civil servants due to their
possession of technological ex­
pertise.

(3) In countries under military rule,
the military officers usually rely
on the public bureaucracy for
the maintenance of an adminis­
trative apparatus necessary for
the continuity of the regime, as
well as fot the planning and im­
plementation of development
policies and programs. This si­
tuation tends to increase the
power of the bureaucrats in the
making of public policy.

(4) In developing countries, there is
a tendency for the public ser­
vice to become highly politi-
cized.

That bureaucracies are found in the

operation of modern polities lends
support to the relevance of the bu­
reaucratic approach in comparative
political analysis. From a bureau­
cratic perspective, it is both possible
and convenient to compare the role of
the administrative elites across nation­
al boundaries in terms' of their re­
cruitment and 'training; their roles in
public policy making and political
development; the various mechanisms
for their control, and so on.

Max Weber has formulatee:i an ici.eal
model of bureaucracy which, among
other things, emphasized the follow­
ing distinctive characteristics: imper­
sonality on the part of officials in
carrying out their official obligations;
hierarchical organization of offices;
functional differentiation and special­
ization, recruitment on basis of merit;
presence of permanent full-time staff
with fixed salaries, and, in most cases,
pensionable. In aadition, Weber per­
ceived the genuine .bureaucrat as one
having no political role: rather than
engage in politics; the .bureaucrat's
concern is with impartial implementa­
tion of what the politician (by virtue
of being an elected official) pre­
scribes.!

Max Weber's model of public bu­
reaucracy has come under serious crit­
icism as an "ideal type" or a mental
construct that was not intended. to
represent' real conditions. In reality,
however, bureaucrats are increasingly
intervening in policy making because
of their possession of expert or profes­
sional knowledge and by virtue of the
powers that are often delegated to
them because of the ever-increasing

IMax Weber, The Theory of Social and
Economic Organization, trans., A.M. Hender­
son and Talcott Parsons, 1st American ed.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1947).
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volume of social, economic, environ­
mental. military, political, and other
problems demanding governmental at­
tention. This raises the problem of
the influence of bureaucrats in public
policy making.

Jean Maynaud used the term "tech­
nocracy" to identify the "form of gov­
ernment in which essential decisions
would be based exclusively on techni­
cal considerations. 2 According to
Maynaud, the bureaucrat switches
from technical adviser to a techno­
crat when he "acquires the capacity
for making decisions, or carries the
most weight in determining the
choices of the person officially re­
sponsible for them."3 In democratic
political systems, this technocratic
phenomenon tends to run contrary
to the norm that people should partie­
ipate in public policy making through
their elected representatives.

However, Maynaud's formulation
placed undue emphasis on the indirect
influence of bureaurcrats on the mak­
ing of public policy; the model did
not account for the varieties of con­
trois which politicians have over bu­
reaucrats. Despite Its flaws, the tech­
nocratic model could be helpful in
understanding the relationships bet­
ween the bureaucratic elite and the
politicians in various polities.

The role of public aaministrators in
planning and administration of na­
tional development programs (especial­
ly in the developing countries) has in­
creased so rapidly that the current
literature on development administra­
tion attributes an entrepreneurial or

2Jean Maynaud, Technocracy, trans. Paul
Barnes (N:ew York: The Free Press, 1968),
p.31.

albid., p. 30.
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managerial role to the higher civil ser­
vants.' The problem with this model
is that the government bureaucrats
are usually limited by policy making
powers that are officially vested in
their political superiors. Consequent­
ly it is difficult to perceive them as
assuming the kind of managerial
roles that are normally associated with
private entrepreneurs who operate
under conditions of relatively less
constraint.

Despite this political constraint on
the bureaucracy, Henry Reining, Jr.
saw the bureaucracy in developing na­
tions as having an important political
role in terms of the "determination
of values, the allocation of resources,
and 'the regulation of some of the
more significant areas of social organi­
zation."5 Thus, he hypothesized that
where "other social, economic, and
political institutions have often been
unable to fulfill the functions expect-
eu of them in emerging nations, the
bureaucracies have often "assumed
these tasks."6 The tasks of nation-

'See Joseph E. Black et al. (eds.), Edu­
cation and Training for Public Sector Man­
agement in Developing Countries (U.S.A.:
Rockefeller Foundation, 1977); United Na­
tions, Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, Development Administration; Cur­
rent Approaches and Trends in Public Ad­
ministration for National Development (New
York: United Nations, 1975), William J. Sif­
fin, "Two Decades of Public Administration
in Developing Countries," Public Adminis­
tration Review Vol. 36, No.1 (January-Feb­
ruary 1976).

6Henry Reining. Jr., "The Fourth Dimen­
sion: The Administration of Development
and the University's Role," Papers of the Compa­
rative Administration Group, American Society
for PublicAdministration (Chicago,1964).

6lbid.
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building and political' development
for example, might fallon the bureau­
cracy in situations where political
parties are weak or non-existent; the
socialization process for purposes of
political integration inadequate; and
the avenues of interest articulation
and governmental responsiveness in­
sufficient.

A number of papers edited by Jo­
seph La Palombara presented various
perspectives on the relationship bet­
ween bureaucracies and political sys­
tems in developing countries." In that
volume various reasons for heavy
bureaucratic involvement in econom­
ic, social, and political change were
clearly stated. They ranged from the

'bureaucracy's willingness to assume
responsibility for development, and
the availability in .the bureaucracy
of professional, technical, and mana­
gerial talents to the presence of strong
ideological commitment on the part
of the bureaucrats. Fred Riggs, how­
ever, has argued that "the presence of
a strong bureaucracy in- many of the
new states tends to inhibit the growth
of strong executives, political parties,
legislatures, voluntary associations and
other political institutions essential to
viable democratic government."8 He
considered. that a bureaucracy based
on the "spoils" system' might be rel­
evant to a developing political party
system since a public bureaucracy run
on the basis of merit criteria "may
aggrandize bureaucratic power at the
expense of political institutional de-

7Joseph La Palombara (ed.), Bureaucracy
and Political Development (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1963).

8Fred W. Riggs, "Bureaucrats and Political
Development: A Paradoxical View" in La
l'alomhara (ed.), 0p'. cit.

velopment in the early stages of
growth of a party system."9.

The relationship between the mili­
tary ,rulers and the civilian bureaucra­
cies in developing countries has re­
ceived considerable attention in the
literature of comparative government.
The crucial question is why the mili­
tary, in most cases, tend to be in al­
liance with the bureaucrats in the
process of their governance. Edward
Feit saw the alliance between the
military and the public bureaucracy
as resulting from the need for the
military to legitimize its regime once '
it has succeeded in seizing political
power from a discredited civilian re­
gime. This alliance is facilitated by the
existence of common characteristics,
shared by both the military and the'
public bureaucracy, such as hierarchy,
specialization, and training. The major
distinction between the two public
organizations is that soldiers, unlike
the public servants, have arms and are

,trained to Use them. Perhaps, it is
because Of these considerations that
Feit has described the military as
"armed bureaucrats." According to
him, military and civilian, public bu­
reaucracies shared similar perception
of the world as "essentially plagued
by poor organization."!° Therefore,
where military intervention arises
from the failure of politicians to pro­
duce policies, it receives the support
of the bureaucrats who view it as an
escape from "an impossible impasse."11

9Ibid. p. 11.
10Edward Feit, The Armed Bureaucrats:

Military Administrative Regimes and Politi,"
cal Development (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
CompanY,,1973), p. 11:

11 Ibid.
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In the same way, Abdo I. Baaklini
perceived military institutions in de­
veloping countries as "an ex'. JmE:!
form of modem bureaucracies similar
to other bureaucracies in society. "12
According to him, the role of the mili­
tary in society "as instruments ofpow­
er in pursuit of public goals is pri­
marily shaped by their bureaucra­
tic characteristic. As bureaucratic in­
stitutions, they tend to share values
and operational ideologies similar to
those upheld by civilian bureaucra­
cies and various segments of the mid­
dle class."! 3 The problem with these
mociels of civilian-military relationship
is that they do not adequately consid­
er the possible relationship of other
variables, such as ethnicity, class or
group interest, personal ambitions,
and so on, which may be important
in looking at the reasons for' milita­
ry intervention, and the persistence
of military regimes in developing
nations.

Politics of Administration
and the Bureaucracy - Political

Leadership Relationships in Nigeria

The literature on the above subject
could be divided into four catego­
ries. The first group consists of empir­
ically-oriented specialized studies by
scholars and practitioners of public

12Abdo I. Baaklini, "The Military in Dev­
elopment: The Military - Civilian Bureau­
cracies, The Middle Class and Development:
An' ,Organizational Perspective," in Sudesh
K. 'Sharma (ed.), Dynamics ofDevelopment,
Vol. 1 (Delhi: Concept Publishing ce.,
1977), p. 423.

13Ibid.,p. 424.

1980

299

administration in Nigeria.! 4 The sec­
ond category comprises writings that
deal with the political, economic, and
cultural environment of Nigerian pub­
lic administration.U' The third group
of works consists of historically­
oriented studies dealing with the pre­
colonial or traditional elite as well as
the colonial and postcolonial adminis­
tration in Nigeria.16 The last group
comprises government publications,
such as public, service reports, hand­
books, government gazettes, national
development plans, and occasional pa­
pers from scholars and civil servants.
This study focuses more on the first
.category. The writings on this subject
give more coverage than other works
to analytical issues, such as the origins
of the bureaucratic elite, the sources
of their influence, their relationship
with civilian political leaders and the
military rulers. There seems to be a
dearth of literature on the education

14For example, Adebayo Adedeji (ed.),
Nigerian Administration and Its Political
Setting (London: Hutchinson Educational
Ltd., 1968); Richard L. Harris, "The Role
of the Higher. Public Sernnts in Nigeria"
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of California,
1967); D.J. Murray, Studies in Nigerian
Administration' (!fe, Nigeria: Hutchinson
Educational Ltd., 1970).

USee James S. Coleman, Nigeria: Back­
ground to Nationalism (Berkeley and Los'
Angeles: University of California Press,
1963); Richard L. Sklar, Nigerian Political
Parties: Power in an Emergent African Na­
tion (Princeton, New (Jersey: Princeton Uni­
versity Press, 1963); Eme O. Awa, Federal
Government in Nigeria ( Berkeley" and Los
Angeles; University of California Press,
1964), J.P. Mackintosh, Nigerian Govern­
ment and Politics (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1966); Robert Melson and
Howard Wolpe (eds.), Nigeria: Moderniza­
tion and the Politics of Communalism (Mi­
chigan State University Press, 1964).

l6See J.C. Anene, Southern Nigeria in
Transition 1886-1906 (Cambridge, 1966);
A.E. Afigbo, The Wa"ant Chiefs: Indirect
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and training of the higher civil ser­
vants; their managerial role in develop­
ment, as well as their relationship
with the traditional elite.

Hugh H. .Smythe and Mabel M.
Smythe attempted to discover "what
kinds of persons make up the new
elite group, how they have achieved
status, and what trends are discern­
ible in the current development of this
groUp."17 Their concept of "elite"
as applied to Nigeria was that of "a
broad and heterogeneous one, a
group, some members of which have
great prestige is traditional ... , all
of whom together constitute a reser­
voir of skills, talents and influence
of all kinds."l1 They, however, did
not provide an adequate coverage
of the bureaucratic elite. Their contri­
bution lay with the approach to the
study of the elite in Nigeria through
the utilization of certain important
yariables,such as historical 'back­
ground, cultural diversity, imbalance
in high status, employment, regional
separation, tribal rivalries and hostil­
ities, and impact of Western education
and culture.P'

Richard L. Harris has carried out
a study of the bureaucratic elite in

Rule in Southeastern Nigeria 1891-1929
(London: Longman Group Ltd., 1972);T.M.
Tamuno, The Evolution of the Nigerian
State: The Southern Phase 1893-1914; Mar­
gery Perham, Native Administration in Nige­
ria (London and New York: Oxford Univer­
sity Press, 1937); I.F. Nicolson, The Admin­
istration or Nigeria 1900-1960: Men, Meth­
ods and Myths (Oxford: Clarendon Press
1969). '

17Hugh H. Smythe and Mabel Smythe.
The New Nigerian Elite (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1960), p. 4.

18Ibid.
191bid., p. 24

Nigeria by means of personal inter­
views and mailed questionnaire.survey
of the bureaucratic, political, business.
and professional elite in the federal
territory in all the regions except the
West, which was then undergoing a
tense political situation.2o The ques..
tionnaires were designed for data­
gathering on:

(1) the role expectations of the
higher public servants;21

(2) the expectations held for their
role by the occupants of close­
ly related positions; and

(3) information as to whether or
not the higher public servants
perceive that their role expec­
~tions conflict with the expecta­
tions held by the occupants of
related positions.P

The survey revealed "a relatively high
degree of consensus among the expecta­
tions of all the respondents on the 'core
role of higher bureaucrats, i.e., their
general functional involvement in the
political system."23

There was disagreement among the
respondents on the public servants'

20Richard L. Harris, op. cit., part of this
study is also contained mRichard L. Harris,
"The Role of Higher Public Servants in Ni­
geria: As Perceived by the Western-Educated
Elite" in D.J. Murray, op, cit.

21Within the boundary of the term
"higher public servants" as applicable to Ni­
geria, Richard Harris includes "all the perma­
nent secretaries, deputy permanent secreta­
ries (under secretaries), division heads, spe­
cial advisors. commission secretaries ... and
section chiefs in the various ministries of
Nigeria's regional and federal governments."
Harris op. cit., p. 91.

221bid.
23Ibid., p. 96.
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"political neutrality and impartiality
in dealing with the members of the
public, and promotion of national
consciousness and unity, which were
either imcompatible with the general
nature of the dominant party regimes
in power at the time or the psycho­
cultural traits of the role actors. "2&

Harris' work centered on official
and legalistic relationships between
the bureaucratic elite and politicians.
He did not probe into the patterns
and effect of informal relationships
between these elite groups; nor did
he investigate the cultural orientations
of the civil servants. These factors do
have some impact on the policy mak­
ing role of the bureaucrats.

In contrast, Victor A. Olorunsola has
covered the ''variables relevant to in­
formal communications." In his study,
Olorunsola developed a number of
communications hypotheses which
help to clarify the relationship bet­
ween informal communications among
bureaucratic attainment of frustra­
tion" in Nigeria.2~

Hypothesis 1:

. . . when political leaders and higher
civil servants belong to the same
organizations and groups, the latter
tend to communicate more informally
with the former.26

24lbid.

2~Victor A. Olorunsola, "Patterns of In­
teraction Between Bureaucratic and Political
Leaders: A Case Study," The Joumal ofDev­
eloping Areas., Vol. II (October 1968), pp.
.51-"66.

26lbid.
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Hypothesis 2:

To the extent that the higher civil ser­
vants who share membership in similar
organization or groups as the minister
have the opportunity to communicate
with these political functionaries, such
higher civil servants will then tend to
be high on the index of bureaucratic
attainment. 2 7

Hypothesis 3;

Pressures from multigroup affiliations
may cause conflicting loyalties; such
conflicting loyalties tend to have an
effect on the actual decision-making
process of the Nigerian federal gov­
ernment in general and bureaucratic
operations in particular. Therefore, the
degree of social stress experienced by
higher civil servants in the efficient
performance of bureaucratic tasks is
intensified in relationship to their

. involvement in non-governmental
groups. 28

Such hypotheses were formulated to
control for the influence of ethnic
grouping, religion, education, party,
.and other selected characteristics.
Using a survey technique by means of
questionnaires, he found that "similar
political sentiment, cultural homoge­
neity, and ethnic homogeneity or at
least compatibility, were definitely
important variables as far as the pro­
motion of informal communications
between bureaucratic leadershiq and
the political elite was concerned. 9

The politics of administration in Ni­
geria was also covered in a collection
of papers edited by Adebayo Ade­
deji.3o The papers dealt with the na-

27lbid.
28lbid.
29lbid.
30Adedeji (ed.), op. cit.
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people. The belief among the masses
'that public servants could and ought
to satisfy the demands of the people
derived from this colonial tradition. -

A public service organized hierarchical­
ly tends to reduce administration to
a routine process. Papers are passed
from subordinates to superior officers,
who in turn are content to pass orders
accordingly or to forward them to
their superiors. The same routines
tend. to be followed too closely, re­
gardless' of the nature or importance
of the issue' under examination. The
result is that many administrators do
not operate at a level commensurate
with their responsibility.34

Adebayo Adedeji dealt with the
issue of the managerial role of the
higher public -servants. His observa­
tion was that the hierarchical and class
basis of the organizational structure of
the Nigerian ministries was rooted in
the British administrative system. He
argued that such a system might not
be suitable to the development needs
of a growing country, such as Nigeria,
"where the public sector plays a direct
and dominant role''63 in develop­
ment. As he wrote;

•

ture of bureaucratic involvement in
politics, the impact. of party politics
on public administration; the nature
of .elite conflict within the public
service, and the congruity of the struc­
ture of Nigerian Public Service with
the current developmental orientation
of the country.

D.J. Murray addressed his paper to
the politics of administration.s ! He
saw intense political activity as being
a special characteristic of Nigerian

public administration. "The adminis­
tration is the focus of a great deal
of political activity; it is 'subjected to
constant and insistent demands from a
wide range of interests and from many
individuals: letters, telephone calls, tel­
egrams, personal calls received in re­
questing interviews, messages in one
way or another, press particular causes,
public meetings and "newspaper com­
ments are used to air demands and
criticize decisions or inactivity."32

These activities arise from the dem­
ands of interest groups, such as town
unions or political parties that put
pressure on the administration to pro­
vide particular amenities or services.
The demands were seen as products of
a rising level of expectation due to Consequently, policy and program ini­
an increase in postwar spending by the tiatives were hard to find at top levels.
colonial regime on development pro- He predicted: "If Nigeria is to achieve
jects, election promises of politicians rapid economic and social develop­
who fought for national indepen- ment, and if the governments of the
dence, increased communications, and republic are to play their role in this
an administrative culture deriving process, the country's public service
from colonial heritage. Under the co- should be organized in a less hierar­
lonial government which was charac- . chical and less class-eonsciousway."35
terized by limited political partici- Unfortunately, he does not say how
pation, the district officer was the this could be realized.
central figure when it came to accom-
modating the demands of the local

31D.J. Murray, "The Impact of Politics
on Administration," in Adedeji (ed.) op. cit.

32lbid., p. 12.

33Adebayo Adedeji, "The ETolution, Or­
ganization and Structure of the Nigerian Civ­
il Service," in Adedeji (ed.), op. cit.

34lbid.
36Ibid., p. 9
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James O'Connell seemed to agree
with Adedeji's view that the Nige­
rian public bureaucracy is not devel­
opment-oriented.36 He pointed out
that the bureaucrats have not been
~ained to innovate, they only admin­
ister and transmit orders 37 This
view was based on two important fac­
'tors: the colonial heritage and the pat­
tern of transfer of power from the co­
lonial rulers to the governing elite of
the newly independent state. In this
process, the professional administra­
tors performed the important task of
~ain~ng the continuity in the pub­
lic services. On the administrative
culture derived from the colonial heri­
tage, he wrote:

Th.e colonial civilllerYants were mainly
concemed with maintaining law ana
order in the early years of coloniza­
tion. In the later years, they began
gradually to devote a growing part of
their time and energies to expanding
social welfare and promotinlJ econom­
ic grGwth.8a

The conclusion emerging from O'Con­
nell's study was that in newly inde­
pendent and developing countries,
both politicians and administrators do
face similar leadership, developmental
and decision making problems (even
though each of these categories of
elite possesses different kinds of
skills). According to O'Connell. it was
difficult to draw any clear line of dis­
tinction between politics and adminis­
tration. Both Adedeji and O'Coanell
did not consider the growing involve­
ment of the higher public servants in
national development planning espe-

8tJames 0 'Connell, "The Politicsof Mod­
ernization and Its Effect on the Adminis­
tration," in Adedeji (ed.), op. cit.

87Ibid. .

88 Ibid., p. 30.
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cially in countries under military re­
gimes,

A.A. Ayida, a civil servant .in the
federal public' service in Nigeria, ap­
peared rather ambivalent in dealing
with the problem of the developmental
role of the higher civil servants. He
agreed, however, with Murray and
others that "many top Nigerianadmin­
istrators brought up in the traditions
of the colonial service, were more
interested in routine administration"89
than in "the civil servant as an advisor
in the formulation of public policies,
and as the main instrument for exe­
cuting such policies is one of the key
elements in the development pro­
cess." 40 He went on to prescribe that
"public officials should be given suf­
ficient time to work out the full im­
plications of the proposal before the
government takes a decision."41

Only a few studies have been done
on the relationship between the mili­
tary rulers and the higher public ser­
vants in Nigeria. A number of papers
dealing with the subject has been edited
by Keith Panter Brick.42 In one of

89A.A. Ayida, "The Contribution of Poll­
t~cians and A~ministrators to Nigeria's Na­
tio~ Economic Planning," in Adedeji (ed.),
op, cit.

4oIbid.
41Ibid.
42Keith Panter-Brick (00.), Soldiers and

Oil: The Political Transformation of Nigeria
(London: Frank Cass and Company Ltd.,
1978). Also Humprey N. Nwosu, Political
Authority and the Nigerian Civil Service
(Enugu; Fourth Dimension, 1977) who in­
vestigates how successive regimes (including
the military) in Nigeria "sought to create
and maintain political authority and struc­
tures which in tum have shaped and influ­
enced the development and role of the Ni­
gerian Civil Service and its capacity to in­
duce economic development through nation­
al planning.
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the papers, Henry Bienen and Martin
Fitton investigated the relationship
among. the military, the civilian com­
missioners, and the military rulers in
the Western state and the federal gov­
ernment in LagoS.43 They reported
an increase in the power exercised
by the higher civil servants during the
military regime. 'I'heir data were based
on information gathered through
questionnaires distributed to top· rank­
ing public servants and civilian com­
missioners. The investigation revealea
that permanent secretaries could by­
pass the civilian commissioners and
speak directly with the military gov­
ernor on public policy issues. Inasmuch
as the authors saw this pattern of
communication as an increase in the
power of the civil servants, the quest­
ion of the extent to which decisions
taken by a military ruler or governor
reflect the advice of the civil servants
remains unanswered. On the federal
level, however, the study showed
that while the military stuck to. their
guns on matters thatconcerned the ad­
ministration and welfare of the mili­
tary, the bulk of public policy
making depended heavily on the advice
of civil servants.

However, Bienen and Fitton argued
that ·this increased participation of civ­
il servants in policy formulation
brought them into "factional alliances
with military officers" and contrib­
uted to the weakening of the public
service as an institution. As they
put it:

The increasing visibility of the civil
service and the perception among
elites and non-elites in Nigeria th'tt the
civil service was a political actor made

43Henry Bienen and Martin Fitton, "Sol­
diers, Politicians and Civil Servants" in Pan­
ter-Brick (ed.), op, cit.

the civil service more vulnerable:to the
housecleaning that a new military leadership
undertook in 1975.44

This phenomenon coupled with
"charges of corrupt practices" ac­
counted for the reasons behind the
removal of 11,000 civil servants be­
fore General Mohammed -was assas­
sinated in February 1976." I;

Some of the hypotheses (such as
those pertaining to the politiciza­
tion of the public service in develop­
ing countries; the increase in. the de­
cision rule of the public servants un­
der military regimes) have been. sup­
ported by the studies that have so
far been reviewed.

Nigerian Bureaucracy: Recruitment
Patterns and Political Role

In an ideal type of bureaucracy,
such as that portrayed by Max Weber,
the recruitment of public bureau­
crats is supposed to be based on merit
criterion.sf To use the above yard­
stick as the sole determinant in look­
ing at the patterns of recruitment into
the administrative corps of the federal
public service in Nigeria is to miss the
point. This is because the recruitment
of this type of bureaucrats in Ni­
geria, even in the colonial period, has
been influenced and continues to be
influenced by both merit and non-me­
rit criteria.

The analysis of the Nigerian expe­
rience will show that the merit crite­
rion for recruitment into the public
bureaucracy in a developing country
could be greatly modified by certain

44Ibid., p. 52.
45Ibid., p 53
46Weber,op. cit.
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48Harris op. cit., p. 115.

In the context of the above mini­
mal commitment of the colonial ad­
ministration io developmental objec­
tives, it was unnecessary for the Brit­
tish colonial rulers to voluntarily em­
bark on the development of a corps of
higher civil servants in Nigeria. Hence.

.whereas the "senior service" was al­
most exclusively European in compo-
sition the "junior service" which came
under the control of the senior cadre
was almost entirely Nigerian in compo­
sition. 48 The "junior service" class
comprised those employed as clerks,
lower technical ana management per­
sonnel, and messengers. The members

. 47Dr. Henry Carr, a Nigerian civil .ser­
vant of the early period of colonial rule in
Nigeria. rose to the position of Deputy Di­
rector of Education. He retired in 1974.
Another African, Joseph McEwin, rose to the
rank of Assistant Secretary in Lagos.' For a
detailed description of Nigerian colonial ad­
ministration, see I.F. Nicolson, op. cit.

The exclusion 01 most educated
Nigerians from recruitment or pro­
motion into the senior ranks of the
central colonial administration was a
deliberate policy pursued by the Brit­
ish government. The policy was aimed
at preventing the formation of a pow­
erful African interest group within the
senior cadre of the colonial public bu-

Recruitment Patterns Before and
After Independence.

Until the second half of the 1950s,
European officials occupied most of
the senior administrative and profes­
sional as well as technical positions
in the Nigerian civil service. In fact.
during the early part of the Nigerian
colonial experience. almost all senior
positions in the civil service were
exclusively occupied by European of­
ficials. The only exception to the rule
occured along the coastal areas. such
as Lagos where a few Africans man-'
aged to rise to senior positions in the
Nigerian civil semce.47

variables. such as the .type of regime . reaucracy. Such a bureaucratic inter­
in power, the extent of the regimes2.l est group might be in a position to
commitment to socioeconomic devel- work against the interest of the color­
opment, and educational balance or nial

l
rulers. In addition. the exclusion

. imbalance among the geographical of most educated Africans from the
areas of the political system. These colonial "senior service" was influ­
and other related factors determine enced by the organizational need of
the patterns of recruitment into the the colonial administration. The pri­
managerial cadre of the public bureau- mary aim of the colonial regime was
cracy, and which in turn affect the not socioeconomic development of
performance of the public bureau- the country. Consequently. the colo­
cracy. nial administration restricted the plan-

ning and implementation of devel­
opment programs and projects to
tnose activities which could lead to
the opening up of the country for eco­
nomic exploitation. An example is the
development projects of the colonial
regime which were mainly in the area
of construction of roads and railways
that linked the cash crop producing
areas and the colonial administrative
centers with the coastal ports. Also, it
involved the building of new centers
of colonial administration. The colo­
nial administration too placed empha­
sison the maintenance of law and order
for the perpetuation of the colonial
regime.

•
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•
New recruits were required to un-.

dertake a nine-month colonial ad­
ministrative course in either Cam­
bridge or Oxfora University and were
instructed in such subjects as tropical
hygiene, surveying, Islamic law, native

"The power of selection lies with the
secretary of state (for the colonies) .
while the actual appointment rests on a
letter of appoinment from the crown
which the offici~ receives on his ar­
rival in the country."48

Most of the recruitments into the
colonial administrative corps were
made with the selection and recom­
mendation of the private secretary to
the Secretary of State to the colonies,
Where such appointments were to be
permanent: succesful candidates were
made to serve on probation for a num­
ber of years. However, from time to
time, some departments of the home
government might be asked to select
and recommend certain positions in
the colonial service.

This system of personnel recruit­
ment into the British colonial public
service was too diverse to ensure high
quality of staff involved. Moreover,
since colonial servicesoffered lessmon­
ey than the domestic, private, and
non-private jobs, they were likely to
attract personnel of inferior quality.
W.R. Crocker, a colonial administra­
tor in Nigeria,' has written an account

of this cadre were recruited mainly of the categories of personnel serving
from Southern Nigerian who had tak-· in Nigeria up to the 1930s. He ob­
en the initial advantage of the West- served that even though the'majority
em education made available by mis- of colonial officials in Nigeria were
sionary organizations. people of average ability, "there has

undoubtedly been a thread of inferior
There was no uniform method of quality running through the service

appointment to the British col<;mial . larger than was comfortable.t's?
service. The report of a committee
on the system of appointment in the. Mainly Boer War veterans com­
colonial office and the colonial ser- posed the first group of colonial of­
vices: ficials serving in Nigeria during the

first decade of the present century.
Their education and training were not
necessarily relevant to public adminis­
-tration. The second category of admin­
istrators employed in Nigeria between
1908 and 1913 were recruited mainly
from Oxford and Cambridge Univer­
sities; the third group, from the Brit­
ish universities during the First World
War, the fourth category of officials
.serving between 1919 and 1925, from
veterans of the First World War. From
1925 the recruitment of colonial ad­
ministrative personnel for the Nigerian
service has been mainly from Oxford
and Cambridge Universities. The pri­
mary criterion for, recruitment into
the administrative corps was the pos­
sesion of an honors degree in areas of
study, such as liberal arts, an!h~opo~­
ogy, and foreign languages. This en­
terion was applied to Europeans and
tot to Nigerians because of th_e ch~~ .

acter and objectives of the colonial
regime.

49Great Britain Colonial Office, Report
of a Committee on the System of Appoint­
ment in the Colonial Office and the Colo­
nial Services (1930),

50W.R. Crocker, Nigeria: A Critique of
British Administration (London: George
Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1936), p. 22.
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languages, and history of the colonial
Empire.&1 Implicit in the pre-entry
education and training of British co­
lonial administrators in Nigeria is the
assumption of a generalist conception
of administration, This notion of ad­
ministration requires that administra­
tors should have a general education
that will produce a broad outlook on
the work 'of administration. It has of­
ten been argued in the literature of
development administration that this
type of educational preparation may
be suitable for an administrative en­
vironment which places emphasis on
the maintenance of law and order
rather than on the management of
rapid change.

Nigerianization of the Senior Levels
of the Federal Public Service

The demand for recruiting quali­
fied Nigerians into the senior cadres
of the Nigerian public service began in
the 1930s and the pace of the Nige­
rianization process in the above area
gradually continued until it was accel­
erated from 1960 when Nigeria
achieved political independence. The
gradual recruitment of Nigerians into
the "Senior Service" was a result of
the pressure brought upon the British
colonial administration by Nigerian
politicians and nationalists: These na­
tionalists saw the increased participa­
tion of educated Nigerians in the pub­
lic service as a necessary phase in the
struggle to bring an end to colonial
rule in the country. Nigerianization of
the public service during the later pe­
riod of colonial rule could also be ex­
plained in terms of the increase in the
number of educated Nigerians espe­
cially from the southern part ~f the
country. The new educated elite were

51 Harris, op. cit., p. 116.
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the products of the mission schools
which were allowed to operate in the
southern areas of the country.

In the North, however, the growth
of Western education proceeded at a
snail's pace. This is because the colo­
nial government discouraged the ex­
pansion of christian missions and their
schools into the Northem parts of
the country. It has been correctly ar­
gued that the colonial administra­
tion pursued this educational policy
in the North to retain the existing
social structure of the area for the
purpose of utilizing the services of
Northern emirs in the administration
of this vast and unfamiliar part of the
country.52

The emerging educated elite, who
found themselves being discriminated
against in matters of recruitment into
the higher public service, allied with
nationalists and politicians in bringing
pressure upon the colonial administra­
tion in their demand to have more Ni­
gerians working in, the top cadres of
the public service.

Most of the major steps made in the
area of Nigerianization where preced­
ed by Commissions of Inquiry into
the nature and requirements of the
civil service. The first of them was the
Harragin Commission of 1945-1946
which influenced the colonial admin­
istration's acceptance of the need
to identify Nigerians ", more closely
with the running of the civilservice."& 8

UE.C. Amucheazi, "The Problem of Na­
tional Development," 'in E.C. Amucheazi
(ed.), Reading in Social Sciences: 188ues in
National Development (Enugu: Fourth Di­
mension Publishing Co. Ltd., 1980) p. 24.

&3 Alhaji Sule Katagum, The Develop­
ment of the Public Service Commi88ionSys­
tem and the Problems of Recruitment into
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Consequently, a Civil Service Commis­
sioner's Department was set up in the
Chief Secretary's Office.

The major step in the Nigerianiza­
tion process came with the. publica­
tion of the H.M. Foot Commission re­
port. As the Commission reported:

The training and ..ecruit~ent of Nige­
.rians for senior posts in the gove1llment
service is not orily necessary to enable
Nigerians to take an increasing share in
the management of their own affairs
and to allow the service to keep in
step with the pace of constitutional
advance, it is also essential for the de­
velopment and progress ·of the coun­
try.54

The Foot Commission went on to
make far-reaching recommendations
in the area of recruitment, personnel
training, and organization which were·
expected to facilitate the progress
of the Nigerianization of the public
service. Among these recommenda­
tions are:

(a) Except in cases where suitable Niger­
ian candidates are already available
for promotion from within the ser­
vice all vacancies in the Senior Ser­
vice should be advertised in the Ga­
zette and the local press..

(b) No non-Nigerian should be recruited
for any government post except when no
suitable and qualified Nigerian is
available.

(c) There should be no discrimination in
regard to promotion or in any other
respect against non-Nigerians already
in the service.

the Public Service in a Plural Society (Nige­
ria: Federal Public Service Commisaion,
Miscellaneous Publications, n.d.), p. 4.

64Nigeri8~ Report of the Commission,
Appointed by His Excellency the Governor
to Make Recommendations About the Re­
cruitment and Training of Nigerians for Se­
nior Posts in the Government Service of Ni­
geria (1949).

(d) The selection of candidates for sen­
niorposts , should be undertaken by an
independent body app6inted for the
purpose in which there should be un­
official representation.

(e) Facilities for training of promising
officers in the Junior Service in Dep­
artmental training schools should be
.impw¥ed1. and the standard of in,..
Btruction in such schools raised ... 66

For the implementation of these rec­
ommendations, the Foot Commis­
sion prescribed the creation of central
and regional public service boards
whose functions were:

(1) To select qualified candidates
from within the government
service for promotion to senior
posts.

(2) To select qualified candidates
from outside the service for ap­
poinment to senior posts.

(3) To select candidates in the Ju­
nior . services for scholarships
and special training with a view
to accelerated promotion.

(4) To select candidates from out­
side the service for scholarships
and training schemes to fit
them for posts in the Govern­
ment, Native Administrations,
other local government authori­
ties or voluntary agencies.I) 6

Despite this important recommen­
dations, the Foot report did not pro­
duce immediate dramatic results in
the Nigerianization of the public
services. By 1952, when the Phillipson­
Adebo Commission reported on the

66/bid., pp. 16-17.
1)6/bid., p.19.
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progress of the Nigerianization policy,
the number of Nigerians holding "Se­
nior Service" posts increased from
245 to 685. At the same time, the
number of expatriates in the service
rose from 2,296 to 2,984.6 7 This
trend in the process of Nigerianization
was reversed from 1954 on as a re­
sult of the constitutional change to a
federal system of government in
which the regions were granted a large
measure of political autonomy. The
regional governments saw this change
as an opportunity to fill the higher
posts in the regional public services
with personnel of their own states of
origin.

The pace of the "Nigerianization"
process was fastest in the East and the
West where there were more of the
educated elite. Moreover, for reasons
of more security and, possibly higher
pay, most of those serving in the Fed­
eral Public Service (under the de­
funct unitary system) offered their
services to the states of their origin.

The Northern '<region was slower
than the rest of the country in filling
its senior posts with indigenous of­
ficials. This was partly due to the fact
that .the region lagged behind others
in the production of a sizeable num­
ber of Western educated elites who
could hold senior positions, and partly
because the Northern regional govern­
ment was not willing to fill its vacant
senior posts with Southern Nigerians
since it feared the domination of its
public services ,by Southerners. Conse­
quently, the Northern region pre­
ferred retaining expatriate officers
until it was able to produce enough

309

Western educated people to take over
the senior posts from expatriates (See
Tables 1 and 2).

Since independence, the federal Ni­
gerian government has continued the
tradition of assigning the job of reo
cruiting federal civil servants to the
federal Public Service Commission.
This central organization is also re­
sponsible for promotions anti discipline
of public servants. The various state
governments also have their ownpub­
lie service commissions which are re­
sponsible for appointments, transfers,
secondments, promotions ana disci­
pline of public servants.

In principle, appoinments to the ad­
ministrative, professional, scientific,
and research posts are based primarily
on merit. As the FederalNigerian Civ­
il Service HandbookHclearly states:

Potential administrative officers are
usually honours graduates and profes­
sionally qualified candidates in the
fields of education. engineering, law,
etc. Some are transferred or promoted to
posts within the classes in the service or
public bodies. Appointments to posts other
than initial grade maybe-made direct by the
Public Service Commission from candidates
considered suitably qualified.'8

In practice, however, the enuca­
tional imbalance between the North­
ern and Southern states, coupled
with political and probably ethnic
'Considerations, has resulted in the ap­
plication of non-merit criteria when it
comes to the appoinment of people
of Northern origin to senior positions
in the Federal public service.

For the Nigerian political elite, the
advocacy of either merit or non-merit
criteria in federal civil service. ap-

•

&78ydney Phillipson and 8.0.' Adebo,
The Nigerianization of the Civil Service: A
Review of Policy and Machinery (Lagos: 68Federat Nigerian Civil Service Hand-
Government Printer, 1954), p. 37. book.
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Table 1. Northernization Plan For Senior Professional and Administrative
Positions In The Northern Nigerian Civil Service,,1956-1960

Professional and
Administrative New Appointments Promotions Transfer from
Positions Native Authorities

1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 : 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 : 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960

Northerners 35 13 11 19 51 44 9 17 3 46 - 3 9 2

Nigerians-
;.

Pensionable - 2 - --- 52 1 1 - 2

Nigerians'
Contract 1 - - 2 - - - - 2

Expatriates-
42 1 69Pensionable 71 17 - 93 56 90 30

Expatriates-
Contract 213 106 123 138 142 25 10 1 32 2

_____ .._~ ._. ___. ____---4____

Total 420 138 176 160 193 214 76 1Q9 67 119 - 3 9 2
-- -----._------_._---- ---

Source: AH.M. Kirk Greene, "The Higher Public Service," in Frank Blitz (ed.), The Politics and Administration of
Nigerian Government (London: Sweet and Maxwell, 1965), p. 231.
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Table 2. Nigerianization of the Administrative Class in the Federation of Nigeria I Z'C
Qo -c:::. 0

ttl
~

October 1957 April 1959 April 1960 January 1962 January 1963 ->
Z

.Expatriates Nigerian Expatriates Nigerian Expatriates Nigerian Expatriates Nigerian Expatriates Nigerian ~
C
~
ttl
>
C

Super-scale (Groups 1-5) 16 1· 16 2 15 3 6 9 3 17 I o
~

>
Administrative Officers . /8Class I (Group 6) 13 - 10 - 3 10 7 5 7

t'""-Administrative Officers Itri
Class II (Groups 7-8) 24 4- 41 16 55 1.4 21 31 10 34

Administrative Officers
Class III and IV (Scale A) 41 ·21 66 54 17 52 6 81 2 62

-
TOTAL 94 26 133 72 101 72 43 128 20 120

NOTE: Super-scale Groups 1-5 include all permanent secretaries, plus a few other high ranking administrative officers;
Group 6 includes all the deputy permanent secretaries, the secretary of the Public .Service Commission, etc.;
Groups 7-8 include all senior assistant secretaries, and Scale A includes all the assistant secretaries-the entering
grade of the Administrative Class.
Staff List, Federation ofNigeria, October 1957; April 1959; ApriU960 January 1962; and January 1963. Compil­
ed by Richard Lege Harris, "The Role of Higher Public Servants in Nigeria" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of
California, 1967), p, 140.
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states that presidential appointments
to most high-ranking positions in the
federal public .service should reflect
"the Federal character of Nigeria and
the need to promote national unity." 6]
The.drafters of the Constitution have
probably placed the objectives of na­
tional unity and stability above that
of efficiency in the federal public
service. It may be due to the same
considerations that some legislators at
federal level have recently come up
with the demand for a review of high­
er civil service positions (at federal
level) with a view of making sure that
they reflect the federal character of
Nigeria. Inasmuch as the proposal au­
gurs well for the principle of represen­
tativeness in the federal bureaucracy,
it may well generate the feelings of
disunity and disaffection among the
groups which have gained from the
merit criteria in the process of the Ni­
gerianization of the higher public
service.

It must be stated, at this point,
that hypothesis number one has been
validated by the present study. This
hypothesis states that "the political
situation in most developing countries
is such that recruitment into the pub­
lic service is based on both merit and
non-merit criteria." In the Nigerian
case (as shown above), factors, such as
ethnic politics, educational imbalance
among different states, and the need
to ensure unity and stability in the
body politic, have all contributed
to the merging of the principle of

. Despite its failings, the quota sys- representativeness with that of the
tern may continue to effect the pat- merit criterion in matters of recruit­
terns of recruitment into the federal. ments and appointments into the
public service. The 1979 Constitution higher public service.
of the Federal Republic of Nigeria

pointments has a political implication,
'since there is a tendency among po­
litical leaders to perceive the federal
civil servants as "representatives of re­
gional interests, rather than as nation­
al civil servants, owing allegiance to
federal authority.l" 9 Consequently,
as H.N. Nwosu has observed, "while
the Northern members of the federal
government generally favored re­
cruitment into the federal civil service
on a quote (representative) basis, the
Eastern and Western members, be­
cause they had more educated and
.qualified personnel, argued that re­
cruitment into the federal civil service
should be based on merit. In practice,
in pursuit of "Nigerianization" the
principle of merit was diluted into one
of representativeness and this obvious
ly affected the quality and output of
the Federal Civil Service.60

Recruitment on the basis of repre­
sentativeness has affected the federal
public service in two major areas.
·~'irst, it has put into positions of feder­
al bureaucratic authority an increas­
ing number of personnel occupying
positions that do not match their qual­
jfications and experience. This results
in the problems of coordination and
the lowering of performance levels in
the federal public service. Second, the
practice of representativeness in the
federal public bureaucracy makes the
public officers so recruited more vul­
nerable to serving the interests of their
ethnic groups rather than those of the
nation.

59H.N. Nwosu, op. cit., p, 55.
aO/bid.

61The Constitution of the Federal Re­
public of Nigeria 1979, Chapter VI, Part I,
157 (5).
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Political Role of the
Bureaucratic Elite

In part one of this study, the
various models of the relationship be­
tween the bureaucratic elite and the
political class, as well as those pertain­
ing to the reasons for and the charac­
ter of the participation of the senior
administrative cadre of the public
service in the political process, were
discussed. In this part of the study, it
will be argued that the nature of par­
ticipation of the Nigerian bureaucrats
in the political process heavily depends
on the type of regime in power. It
will be shown that in the course of
Nigeria's socioeconomic and political
transformation, the traditional model
by which public bureaucrats are often
perceived as politically neutral agents
was radically modified. The factors
responsible for this modification will
be analyzed.

It may be convenient to focus on
three periods:

(1) The First Civilian Regime that
lasted from 1960 to early Jan­
uary 1966;

(2) The Military Regimes - Jan­
uary 1966 to 1970; and

(3) The Post-Military (Civilian) Re-
gime 1979 to present.

Throughout the periods outlined
above, the federal civil service did not
necessarily change radically in its
structure and norms. Structurally, the
civil service has continued to be hier­
archical and class oriented throughout
the period. At the apex' of the service
is the administrative and professional
class; next to it is the executive class
and its general, technical, and special­
ized cadres. Below the executive class

1980
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is the clerical and technical grades;
and at the bottom are the subclerical
and subtechnical grades. The entire
system still remains under the manage-.
ment of the administrative and profes­
sional class. This structure has re­
mained the same throughout the pe­
riod outlined above. During the. pe­
rioo, the political leadership and the
political structures which linked the
various regimes with the public ser­
vices changed. The higher public ser­
vice has been defined as the most se­
nior corps of administrative and pro­
fessional officers comprising: perma­
nent secretaries, deputy permanent
secretaries and administrative officers,
directors of professional departments,
and the chief executives, general man­
agers, and assistant managers of statu­
tory bodies and corporation.62

The norm of the service, too, uid
not necessarily undergo any change
in the perception of the higher public
servants themselves. Throughout the
period, they still saw themselves as a
politically neutral group. rendering
their services as advisers of political
leaders in the public policy making
process. Despite the above similarities
the degree of political participatio~
among top public bureaucrats in the
making of public policy in Nigeria
significantly differed during the above
periods. In, general, what accounted
for these differences were the type
and l1.uality of political leadership, the
nature of other political ano govern­
mental structures within which the
higher public servants (outside the

62p. Chiedo Asiodu, "The Civil Service:
An Insider's View" in Oyeleye Oyediran
(ed.), Nigerian Government and Politics
Under Military Rule, 1966·1979 (London:
The MacMillan Press Ltd., 1979), p, 75.
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public service) rendered their services;
the volume and. pace of social and
economic changes that were being
undertaken or planned. These will be
explained, along with other factors,
as the political involvement of the bu­
reaucratic' elite during the various
periods is discussed.

The First Civilian Regime

In theory, the role of the higher
public servants under the first civilian
regime was to advise ministers on poli­
cy issues by preparing a list of possible
options from which the ministers, col­
lectively in cabinet, could decide on
one of the options. Where the minis­
ters or the cabinet placed much re-.
liance on the advice of the bureau­
cratic elite, they could decide on poli­
cies based on the preferred options
indicated by the public servants.' In
such situations, the political role of
the higher public servants could be
very significant. This dependence by
political leaders on the advice of the
higher public servants was a common
feature of the first civilian regime.
Most of the political parties of this pe­
riod. though vocal and militant in their
struggle -against colonial domination,
were not able to build up party bu­
reaucracies that were competent
enough to deal with the amount of
data gathering and the technical ex­
pertise that were involved in the for­
mulation of public policies. The pub­
lic service, on the other hand, was bet­
ter equipped than the politicians in
dealing with these issues. In addition,
it was not uncommon for permanent
secretaries of the first civilian regime
to go all out for briefings with the
prime minister when they strongly felt
that a wrong decision was about to
be taken by the minister or the cabi­
net.

It is difficult to establish the extent
to which the internal politics within
the public bureaucracy itself reduced
the effectiveness of the bureaucratic
elite as advocates of public policy
options. It is certain that the internal
conflict within the public bureaucra­
cy weakened the posture of the higher
p-ublic service as-a United front, and
gave the service a bad public image:
The conflict arose from. 'the rivalries
between the administrative and pro­
fessional officers. The professional of­
ficers resented the system whereby
most permanent secretaries (heads.
of ministries). were chosen from the
administrative class. The situation was'
made worse by the fact 'that most of
the administrative officers who took
over from the colonial administrators
during the "Nigerianization" process
were much younger than their prede­
cessors. It took more than a decade
before more officers with profession­
al background began to be appoint­
ed as permanent secretaries.

The Military Regime

The intervention of the military ill
Nigerian politics did not altee the
structure of the civil service, nor were
there any radical changes in the kinds
of functions assigned to the public
bureaucracy in general. However what
witnessed some changes were' the gov­
ernmentalstructures with which
politicians had performed legislative
and executive functions of state. The
military blamed most of the ills of
corruption, nepotism, and other mal­
practice on politicians of the First Re­
public of the country. Thus, when the
military intervened in the politics of
the country, they suspended the exist­
ing Constitution, and placed a ban on
party politics, and the legislature. The
result was that public bureaucrats did
.not have to deal with the cabinet min-
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isters, the cabinet, and the Prime Min­
ister. They were accountable to and
advised commissioners, the r .deral
Executive Council, and, sometimes,
the commander-in-chief of the Nige­
rian Armed Forces (the Head ofState).

There are two major views with re­
gard to the political role of the bu­
reaucratic elite during the military re­
gimes. One view says that the role of
the higher public servants as political­
ly neutral agents remained the same in
both civilian and the military regimes.
In this context, the higher public ser­
vants of the military period were
mainly performing the traditional
functions of advisers and executive
functionaries in the public policy
making and implementation proces­
ses,63 but the ability of the bureau­
crats to persuade the military rulers
to accept their own preferred policy
options was greater than ever.

Another view perceives the bureau­
cratic elite of the military period not
only as advisers to the powers-that-be
and managers of government programs
but also as direct political actors, ad­
vocating or "pushing" its preferred
policy options, and meticulously weav­
ing a network of alliances with other
political interest groups for the reali­
zation of the above objectives. This
view is especially reflected in A.D.
Yahaya's paper at the National Con­
ference on "Twenty years of Nigerian
Public Administration. "6'4 The paper

63 Ibid, pp. 73-95.
64S ee A.D, Yahaya, "Nigerian Public Ad­

ministration Under Military Rule: Experi­
ences of the Northern States," unpublished
paper,
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gave an analysis of the political role
of high-ranking civil servants of North­
ern states origin serving at federal and
state levels during the period of mili­
tary rule. As Yahaya correctly ob­
served, they participated in politics
as:

(1) Technocrats in the making of
public policy.

(2) 1\ particular interest group for­
gmg out powerful links with
the military, politicians, and in­
tellectuals of northern origin
with the objective of protect­
ing the political interests of the
Northern States.

These two views of the political
involvement of the bureaucratic elite
are slightly different in terms of the
nature of this involvement. Neverthe­
less, they are similar in the sense that.
both views talk aoout the increase
in the political role of the higher
public bureaucrats during the period
of military rule. It is pertinent, there­
fore, to examine the various factors
that contributed to this increase in
their political role.

First, when the army came into
power, they tended to rely too heavily
on the public servants not only for
the legitimization of their regimes
but also for the planning and imple­
mentation of policies designed for na­
tional unity and socioeconomic devel­
opment. There were several reasons
for this heavy reliance on the civil
service. Traditionally, the Nigerian
army is trained for combat, and not
for the planning or execution of the
nation's political and socioeconomic
programs. Since the first coup-makers had
blamed most of the country's polit­
ical ills on politicians, they were
not willing, at least for the first year,
to coopt this discredited group into
the military administration. On the
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o.ther: hand, the military perceived
the public bureaucrats as a politically
neutral group possessing the necessary
technical expertise and the kind of
orientation that were most needed to
improve the country's administration.

The political involvement of the bu­
reaucratic elite enormously increased
during this period because of the ab­
sence of civilian commissioners or min­
isters in the military executive coun­
cil. Expert advice from the top civil
servants went directly to the ruling
military executive council. Even when
civilian commissioners were appoint­
ed later, the permanent secretaries
were persistent in maintaining this
direct line of communication with the
Executive Council. As Major-General
J.N. Garba once concluded:

Gowon (the then military leader and
head of state) was partly right when he
said that his advisers in the civil service
(and he had many) should be blamed
for some of the mistakes and misdeeds
of his administration." And as he fur­
ther explained: "Everyone knows that
during the nine years of the Gowon re­
gime, senior civil servants literally
held sway over decision-making, and
some of them could in fact over-rule
their commissioners and get away with
it. This unfortunate but probably
inevitable situation arose during and
immediately after the civil war, when
many senior civil servants found them­
selves playing the role normally played
by Ministers. The regretable conse­
quence was the reTersal of the tradi­
tional role of the civil senant from
that of being a q\liet, behind-the-scene
adviser to the dual role of being seen
and heard. 6 6

UJ.N. Garba, "Military Administration
and the Nigerian Society" in Nigeria in Tran­
sition: A Critical Bsamination of the Main
Political, Economic GIld Social Aspects of
the Nigerian Society, Report of the Seminar
on Nigerian Transition, Kaduna, 1979.

Second, the increased rate of gov­
ernment business as a result of mili­
tary intervention also helped to make
the public bureaucrats more involved
in national politics. A number of ma­
jor events that occurred in the c.olintry
curing the military regimes help to
explain the accelerated rate of govern­
ment business. Two of such events
were the secession of Riafra and the
civil war that followed. In the absence
of civilian ininisters or commissioners,
(for a period of one year before they
were appointed) the higher civil ser­
vants were taking part directly along
with the military in the making of pol­
icies with regard to the nature of the
political system that would satisfy the
contending sides of the crisis, the
peace plans, the creation of states and
the conduct of war. At the end of the
civil war, civil servants were actively
involved in the programs for recon­
ciliation of the opposing sides, the re­
habilitation of people from the war­
affected areas, and the reconstruction
of the war-damaged parts of the coun­
try.

Third, it may be pertinent to talk
about etlmicity as a relevant factor in
shaping the political behavior of the
bureaucratic elite during the mili­
tary regime. The patterns of killings of
during the first and second coups
coupled with the bloody killings of
civilians from particular ethnic groups
whipped up ethnic sentiments among
the major groups.. Most of the federal
civil servants from the former Eastern
region fled along with. their kit and
kin to their area of origin. The rest
from other parts of the country joined
the federal military government in
effort to keep Nigeria united. The top
federal civil servants from Northern
Nigeria maintained. a link with their
counterparts from the northernstates
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who han constituted themselves into a
'powerful political interest group, and
persistenLly worked for the protection
ofthe interests of the Northern states
within a united Nigeria. As A.D. Ya­
haya explained.

"They were primarily concerned with
restoring the so-called" Northern polit­
ical dominance. They believe that the
interest of the North.could be pro­
tected only if the North is in political
control. Their conception of Northern
political control was for their group
to merely step into power to be relin­
quished by the Military."66

Fourth, there was mutual mistrust
between the army officers and the ci­
vilian politicians who were coopted
into the military administration as
Ministers or Commissioners. The poli­
ticians "Iooked forward to an early
return to civilian .role, a situation'
which was bound to rid the military
of'its political leadership of the coun­
try. On the other hand, the military
had not forgotten that its first military
coup, was directed against the poli­
"Hcians for their alleged malpractices.
When it comes to rendering advise
on policy issues, the military often
preferred the higher public servants
to politicians.

Such was the increase in the polit­
ical role of the bureaucratic elite
during the military regime that the
public perceived them as the actual
rulers of the country. Consequently,
most of the ills of the military admin­
istration were blamed on the civil
servants. Ironically, this increased role
brought the public servants into .con-.
flict with the military during the re­
gime of General Murtala Muhammed.

66Yahaya op. cit., p. 11.

1980

317

The unprecedented rise in the cost
of goods and services following the
"Udoji" salary awards had created
unexpected hardships for people in
general and to civil servants in particu­
lar. This resulted in a gradual fall in
morale and productivity among the
civil servants. In his determination
to rid the public service and society
of these ills, General Muhammed di­
rected his historic "purge of 1975,"
in which about 11,000 civil servants
were fired or retired from the ser­
vice.6 7

Unfortunately, this step could
not produce the expected result. The
loss of traditional security among the
civil servants led to continued loss of
morale and even voluntary resigna-

. tions, among many top civil servants.

The Presidential System

With the present system, top civil
servants at the federal level are now
accountable to more political masters
than before. These include the presi­
dent and the vice-president (the chief
executives of the federation), the min­
isters, and special advisers to the pres­
ident. The legislature, too, could use
any of its power under the Constitu­
tion to' control or supervise the
actions of the higher public servants.

With the present presidential sys­
tem of government, the tenuency
for civil servants to "push" their
preferred policy options will continue
to meet with frustration from the po-

67 "The Public Service: we need 10 meet
the challenges of the 1980's," Papers pres
ented by the Nigerian Delegation to the
Round Table Conference of African Associa
tion for Public Administration and Manage­
ment (AAPAM) Nairobi, Kenya,August 7,":5,
1979, p.16.



318 PHILIPPINE JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION •
litical executives. This is more so
because of the tendency of the pres­
ent political parties to develop party
bureaucracies that are capable of de­
veloping several policy options for
their regime.

Despite these, the higher bureau­
crats still have some indirect. influence
on public policy formulation and im­
plementation because of the tendency
of their political masters to rely upon
their advice based on technical exper­
tise coupled with the control of in­
formation needed for policymakfug
and implementation. Even with the re­
duced powers of the bureaucrats in
Nigeria's policy making process, politi­
cians still perceive' most higher public
servants as capable of obstructing the
implementation of their programs.

Ethnicity, as a factor, is very rele­
vant in this consideration.' Even
though civil servants are barred from
participation in partisan politics, they
could use their positions in the service
to frustrate the programs of parties
that they do not like. Most of the pres­
ent political parties still draw their
main support from particular ethnic
groups. On the other hand, the fede­
ral civil service is trying to reflect the
"federal character'; in its personnel
administration. Some federal pro-

grams will contiriue to be frustrated
unless top civil servants would give
their loyalty to any regime in power
irrespective of its party or ethnic base.

Conclusion

In conclusion, for about two de­
cades now the patterns of recruitment
into the higher public service in Ni­
geria have been influenced by both'
merit and non-merit criteria. Such fac­
'tors as ethnic politics, educational im­
balance among different states, and

-the need to ensure unity and stability
in the body politic have been found
relevant in explaining the above gener- '
alization. Additionally, the level of
political role of the bureaucratic elite
in Nigeria (within the same time pe­
riod) had depended heavily on the
type of regime in power, the quality
of political leadership, and the prevail­
ing constitutional arrangement, The
problem of adjustment by the higher
public servant to the requirements
of the new presidential system of gov­
ernment has much to do with in­
crease in their political role during the
military regime. A gradual solution
to the problem may 'be found by in­
volving the higher public servants in
a program of systematic re-orientation
and training.
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