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                                            Mapping a Dismembered Nigeria 

I wrote an op-ed where I argued that the political and law enforcement/defence elite or as 
they would like to be known ‘security’ elite work hand in glove to steal and buy 
citizenship in safe countries especially in the west as they progressively dismember Nigeria.  
My line of reasoning was anchored on the fact that only people who are consciously 
working for the dismemberment of the country will steal with such vengeance as has been 
demonstrated in Nigeria recently. The ongoing thefts on grand and political scales leave 
the state as the transient possession of any coalition of ethnic/religious/regional/law 
enforcement/defence at every opportune time and destroy the prospect of laying the 
foundation of a Nigerian state.  

Let me be very clear from the onset. Nigeria is NOT a nation. Nigeria is NOT a state. Or 
there is no Nigerian nation and there is no Nigerian state. Nigeria is not a state in the real 
sense of possessing empirical sovereignty i.e. the recognition confer on it by its 
inhabitants. Nigeria is a state possessing juridical sovereignty i.e. recognition confer on it 
by being member of the international community. This latter variety makes the survival 
of the country to be at the mercy of the international community and not communities 
within its borders. In this sense, Nigeria is not unique. 

Nigeria is not a state to the extent that the transient nature of the particular coalition that 
possesses the state at any given time robbed the state of the three most important 
constituents that formed its crux. They are the idea of the state, institutions of the state 
and the physical base of the state. Thus the state in Nigeria lacked a governing idea, lacked 
institutions deriving its strength from the governing idea and its physical base or the 
population and territory it governs is closely identical to the coalition that held sway at 
any given time.  

In examining the composition of the state in Nigeria, there is need to determine the 
relationship between nation and state. It is worth saying that in its present constitution 
there is no relationship between nation and state. Nigeria was created by the British in the 
last century from a potpourri of chiefdoms, kingdoms, emirates and other political-type 
organisations of different sizes that had coexisted in cooperation and conflict due to 
proximity of geography, economic, cultural and political contexts. When Nigeria was 
manufactured by the British, it was not a nation-state, state-nation, part nation-state. 
Nigeria was and remains a multination-state. 

The British did not forge a nation out of the nations because it was not in its interest; the 
British cultivated a state but it was never geared towards evolving a nation; if there was any 
idea of part nation-state, the British divide and rule system did cultivate this to enhance its 
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ability to govern in its interest particularly in relation to the three dominant groups in 
whose pre-Nigerian structure the British constructed Nigeria.  

Since independence in 1960, the political elite that took over the mantle did so under the 
influence of the British and their individual desires to control the affair of the new state. 
Thus from the beginning the control of the state had been the primary purpose of gaining 
power. With the minorities sandwiched into the three dominant ethnic regions, the state 
at any given time since independence had primarily represented the interest of these three 
groups and secondarily the interests of the minorities. It was the case when the major 
groups were in power whether as civilian or military oligarchs. Even in the rare situation 
where the minorities - and minority for the north was defined in religious context and for 
the south in ethnic context - were on the saddle, they governed using the resources of the 
region in which they were sandwiched. This was the case with General Yakubu Gowon, a 
Christian minority from today’s Middle Belt or north central and Dr. Goodluck Ebele 
Jonathan, an ethnic minority from the Niger Delta or today’s south south. 

At the crossroad in Nigeria’s evolution is the relationship and difference between state 
and nation. As Buzan argued, when state and nation do not correspond as they clearly do 
not in Nigeria, there is potential for destabilisation. This destabilisation can take the form 
of crisis and conflict. Nigeria has been reaping crisis and conflict before and since 
independence. The most important reason for this is not farfetched. The state in Nigeria 
lack soul. The state is bereft of soul because it does not possess the three components that 
give soul to the state. The components are idea of the state, institutions of the state and 
the physical base of the state.  

These components confer the state with independent existence. The state is independent 
of the government because it has a soul of its own. Although independent, there is 
relationship and difference between the state and the government. The government which 
is transient act to give effect to the state even as the state retain its independence of 
action. The state can and does act on its own without the prompting of the government. 
In an ideal situation, the security of the state and the government are two distinct entities. 
The state is permanent. The government come and go.    

The relationship of these three components requires that the state possess a binding 
idea(s) which in turn drives the institutional expression of this idea and the institutions 
should possess the capacity to govern the physical base of population and territory. This is 
not the case with Nigeria. The idea of the state is not only the most abstract, it is the most 
central. The idea represents the purpose that binds the people into a socio-political entity. 
As Buzan argued, the idea is the ‘mind’ and the physical base is the ‘body’. It is the mind 
that governs the body. 
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The institutions comprised the machinery of government such as its legislative, executive, 
judicial, administrative, laws, procedures and norms by which they operate. When situated 
in the manner of Nigeria’s evolution, these institutions differ and represent the dominant 
ideas of the dominant communities of the dominant regions. Nigeria’s laws, procedures 
and norms were hued from these perspectives. There is complete disconnect in the 
evolution of the institutions especially the judiciary. To describe institutions in Nigeria as 
having governing idea will be mistaken. Perhaps they possess institutional corporate ideas. 
Indeed since the deepening economic crisis occasioned by the collapse of oil and 
commodity prices and the onset of structural adjustment, institutions particularly the so-
called national ones in Nigeria have progressively taken the state/region/religion/ethnic 
characters of the places that housed them. Therein lies the poverty of idea in the state. 

The physical base of the state comprised its population and wealth. The population, 
territory, natural resources and man-made wealth contained within its borders is 
increasingly viewed as belonging to the state/region/religion/ethnic group where it is 
found. In the absence of any idea of state, in the midst of the absence of ideas governing 
the institutions of the state, the physical base remains fundamentally shaky. Nigeria has 
had its territory contested by different groups before and after independence. These 
summed up the precarious nature of the soulless state in Nigeria. 

The relationship between nation and state can be understood using the four models of 
possible nation-state. In the first example, the primal nation-state, the nation precedes 
the state and plays a major role in giving rise to the state. According to Buzan, the 
purpose of the state is to protect and express the nation and the bond between the two is 
deep and profound. In the second example, the state-nation, the state plays the lead role 
in creating the nation. This model is top-down and not bottom-up. In the third example, 
the part nation-state is where a nation is split among two or more states and where the 
population of each state consists largely of people from that nation. The fourth model is 
the multination-state that comprises states which contain two or more substantially 
complete nations within their boundaries.  

Of these four models of primal nation-state types which also constitute routes to creating 
nations, Nigeria belonged to the multination-state as the country contains hundreds of 
substantially complete nations within its boundaries. Nigeria has not consciously 
attempted to create nation using any of these models and routes. The lack of any 
conscious attempt by the state to forge nation out of nationalities compelled nations to 
cater for their own. The soulless state in Nigeria is an object of intense competition, 
rivalry and pilfering amongst its nationalities. The situation perpetuates crisis and conflict 
in the polity and keeps alive the prospect of dismembering Nigeria along the lines of the 
ethnic nationalities within its borders. 
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If Nigeria is dismembered, there are five possible countries that could emerge from this 
ruin. Some of these countries have tendency where nation and state corresponds and/or 
have what it takes to evolve a relationship between nation and state. The possible 
countries to emerge out of a dismembered Nigeria have ideas, institutions and physical 
base in varying degrees evolve over the course of several hundreds of years pre colonial to 
post colonial developments.  I will begin with the three dominant groups whose push and 
pull represent the fortune and misfortune of Nigeria in the colonial period and since 
independence. 

One of countries to emerge from Nigeria is the north. The north comprises the north- 
west and north-east in geographical term, Hausa/Fulani/Kanuri as the major groups but 
not the only groups in ethnic term and overwhelmingly Moslem in religious term. From 
a geographical perspective, these communities have a contiguous territory to themselves; 
in ethnic terms they speak the three languages with Hausa appearing to possess the 
potential of a lingua franca and in religious term, they are predominantly Moslem. From 
the point of view of the idea of state, the possession of common religion in Islam can 
represent the idea that gives the state a purpose. They have been part of the pre colonial 
political system governed by Islam whose ideas could serve in the construction of modern 
state structure. They possess institutions and can evolve others deriving from the 
governing idea of the state. In other word, there is the basis of social cohesion with an 
organising ideology. There is the physical base with population, territory and wealth which 
would be governed by the idea and institutions of the state.  

The universalism of Islam has the potential of overcoming the difficulties that would arise 
in the effort of building a state whether using the nation-state, state-nation and/or 
multination-state models and routes. It should be recalled that it was the old north first 
blew the bugle on secession known as Araba and fundamentally Islam was the one of idea 
aside geography in this first secessionist call.  

The second country to emerge if Nigeria unravels is the west. It comprised all the states in 
the south west; they are predominantly Yoruba in ethnic terms and possess a common 
descent and culture; they have a contiguous territory that would include the so-called 
Ilorin frontier territory if the chips are down; they are Christians, Moslems and Traditional 
worshippers whose cultural bond centred around the possession of common language 
transcend the potential division inherent in the politics of the faiths; they have been part 
of historical tradition of chiefdoms and empires. In the colonial and post colonial periods, 
they have consolidated their leading position in the contest for the soul of the Nigerian 
state.  
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There is a symbiotic relationship between state and nation owing to common ancestry. 
Their organising ideology can evolve from their common ancestry, culture and exposure 
to western liberal ideas. The institutions of the state would derive from their historical 
past, those they acquired during colonialism and those they consolidated with their 
vantage position since Nigeria’s independence. Their social cohesion would stem from 
their organising idea and institutions. With this socio-political cohesion, their physical 
base of territory and population would be properly administered. They possessed access to 
the sea unlike the north which gives them access to the rest of the world.  

The third country to emerge from Nigeria is the east. Of all the nationalities wanting to 
create their own countries from the ruins of Nigeria, the east had taken this step farther 
than others in 1967. They constitute today’s south east; they are predominantly Igbo in 
ethnic term; they possess a contiguous territory, homogenous culture, religion and a 
sense of community derived from their common experience in Nigeria. The east has the 
most enterprising population with expertise in business, manufacturing, technical trade 
and in corporate governance of Nigeria’s economy. The people of the east or Igbo are 
widely dispersed in Nigeria, the sub region, region and the world.  

The east possesses the ingredients to build a state from its common ancestry and 
experience. The idea of state can come from its culture and the exposure to western ideas 
to constitute its organising ideology; the institutions – executive, legislative, 
administrative, judiciary, norms etc could be derived from its cultural heritage, those built 
in the course of colonial and post colonial encounter and; the combination of the state’s 
organising idea and institutions will govern its physical base which comprised five states 
today. Unlike the west, the east has no access to the sea like the north. 

These three possible countries are not deficient in the argument that nation and state 
correspond because of their several commonalities in the course of pre colonial, colonial 
and post colonial phases of their evolution. There is embryonic state and nation to 
constitute the foundation of these countries. They are not deficient in the components of 
the state – idea, institutions and physical base.  Although it is embryonic, it has advanced 
farther than those of other nationalities with idea and institutions constituting the socio-
political cohesion that would govern the physical base. They have contiguous physical 
base. In several degrees, their territories and populations have developed qualitatively 
particularly the population of the east and west. 

The two other probable countries are the Middle Belt and Niger Delta. Among other 
Nigerians, they are described as north central/central Nigeria and the south south. I said 
probable because unlike the other three, they have plenty impediments to the 
construction of nation and state or state and nation whichever comes first. In Nigeria’s 
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parlance, they are described as minorities and of the not less than 250 and not more than 
500 ethnic nationalities in the borders of Nigeria, the two area houses over a third of 
these nationalities.  

Each of the nationality is a nation with a sense of a state comprising idea, institutions and 
physical base. However, under the Westphalia state system in place since 1648, they have 
slim chances of survival. This is not only because of the geopolitical and geo-strategic 
interests of the east, west and north over not only their socio-political cohesion which has 
been crisscrossed by influences from these bigger neighbours. Their physical base would be 
of interest to these bigger neighbours as has been demonstrated by the experiences since 
the creation of Nigeria.  

These nationalities, arising from and conscious of their observed commonalities vis-à-vis 
their bigger neighbours - the Igbo, Yoruba and Hausa as they were known in the colonial 
period, planted their idea of state tied around their description of self as Middle Belt and 
Niger Delta. Both descriptions arose from their geo-strategic (geography, agriculture, 
ecology, diversities) positioning - ideas developed in the course of colonial rule. The 
combination of the interest of east, west and north and the colonial authority ensured 
that these ideas remained undeveloped.  

The colonial authority pioneered the scheme of destroying these ideas through legal and 
policy frameworks. One of these was the Richards Constitution of 1946. This Constitution 
created three regions along ethnic lines of the north, east and west and proceeded to 
embed the Middle Belt into the North and the Niger Delta into the East and the West 
regions respectively. Other policies of the colonial authority in the lead up to 
independence and those of these three regions who dominated the state since 
independence restrained the evolution of the preferred identities of these communities 
constructed around the Middle Belt and Niger Delta. 

It is possible to use the state-nation model and route to construct countries on the 
framework of the Middle Belt and Niger Delta in the event that Nigeria unravels.  
Development since the end of the Cold War demonstrated heightened awareness of 
differences among communities boxed into common territories by the demands of 
imperialism and the Cold War. The result has been the birth of new nations and states. 
This awareness is not lost on the communities described as the Middle Belt and Niger 
Delta. The difficulty would arise from the component of the state – idea, institutions and 
physical base – when creating these two countries from the ruin of Nigeria using the 
state-nation model and route. 

The fourth country to emerge from Nigeria is the Middle Belt. In the Middle Belt 
country, the state and nation do not correspond creating heightened potential for 
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destabilisation. The area’s experience of what is described as insecurity in Nigeria today is 
uncommon. This is a pointer to the porous and heterogenous nature of its idea, 
institutions and physical base. As observed in the preceding, the area’s colonial and post 
colonial experience have been directed to undermining the emergence of its identity in 
relation to other groups in Nigeria.    

So, what would constitute the organising ideology of the state? Would this derive from 
ethnicity, religion, geography or common experience? There is no common ethnicity as 
there are ethnicities in the most extreme characterisation; there is no common religion 
among its people as there are Christians, Moslems and Traditional Believers in almost 
equal numbers; it is not possible to use common descent as in the Bayajidda or Oduduwa 
traditions to weave commonality among the people of the area; the areas’ culture has 
been diluted to some degree by the permeation through trades, religions and settlements 
of other cultures especially from the north creating a link that would constitute interstate 
problem in the future. 

What would be the Middle Belt’s institutions once it was created from the ruins of 
Nigeria? By institutions, I refer to administrative, executive, legislative, norms etc. In view 
of the multiplicity of groups, their histories, cultures and values, their traditions would 
present plethora of institutions from which to select from. How would this selection be 
accomplished? Most of the groups had existed as acephalous and/or segmentary societies. 
Thus for most of the groups found in the Middle Belt, whatever semblance of institutions 
of the stately type available only developed in the course of intergroup relations and 
colonialism and lacked legitimacy in their histories. There are institutions that emerged in 
the colonial and post colonial period which could be developed to serve the new state. In 
terms of socio-political coherence that would result from the fusion of idea and 
institutions, the very nature of the Middle Belt tampers with their efficacy.  

This leaves the physical base as the platform for the construction of the state. The notion 
of the Middle Belt derived from the careful consideration of the area’s physical base in 
relation to other occupants of the Nigerian space. For instance the idea of “middle” is 
geographic including flora and fauna as it was considered in relation to the north and the 
south of Nigeria. The north of Nigeria is arid and titling towards the desert and the south 
of Nigeria is forest. The Middle Belt is savannah and combines the extremes represented 
by the north and the south within its zone. This is reflected in its agriculture where it 
accommodates crops that cannot be grown in the north and south.  

There is also a sense in which “middle” signifies the reality of contemporary Nigerian 
politics and society. In terms of religion, the north is considered as Islamic zone and the 
south is considered as Christian zone and in the politics of accommodation that 
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characterise the fractured relationship between the groups, there is careful balance that 
features in the distribution of power along these religious lines. While this political 
balance works to favour the north and the south, it disadvantages the Middle Belt since it 
is considered part of the north in spite of its overwhelming Christian orientation. 

The physical base of the Middle Belt is in dispute when considered from the crisscross of 
geography, culture, history and politics. This is particularly in their relation with the 
north, the so called mother territory, from the point of view of the Richards Constitution. 
There are several communities tracing ancestry to the different areas of the far north who 
would constitute the spectre of ethnic north or enclaves and/or fifth columnists in the 
Middle Belt country; there are groups within the Middle Belt that for religious and cultural 
reasons would want to maintain their link or even be part of the north; this is not too 
dissimilar to communities in the north who feel part of the Middle Belt in terms of 
ethnicity, religion and culture; there are several groups within the Middle Belt that do not 
feel or share the idea of the Middle Belt and could constitute problem in the governance 
of the area’s physical base. 

Without an organising idea and with few or non existent institutions to constitute the 
Middle Belt’s socio-political cohesion, governing the physical base would present 
considerable challenges. The area would be surrounded by the North, East and West. 
These countries would leverage on their developed ideas, institutions and physical bases to 
begin to look at the Middle Belt in the context of their geopolitical and geo-strategic 
interests. There is demonstrable reality in the prevailing situation in Nigeria that the 
Middle Belt is the least developed as far as consciousness and ability to define and protect 
its interest in relation to other groups. This condition would be transposed into the new 
country to create the potential sources of destabilisation that would become the reality of 
the new country in its relations with self and with its neighbours.  

The fifth country to emerge from a post Nigeria is the Niger Delta. The Niger Delta share 
a lot in common with the Middle Belt such as heterogeneity and been embedded into 
defunct regional behemoths. Unlike the Middle Belt, the Niger Delta did take up arms 
against the Nigerian state to express its dissatisfaction with the exploitation of its 
resources. The Niger Delta comprised six states, numerous cultures, homogenous religion 
that is overwhelmingly Christian and diverse historical traditions combining centralised 
and segmentary cultures. The area like the Middle Belt has been pawn in the power 
chessboard of the East, West and North. 

While describing itself as the Niger Delta, it is hard to place from where its idea of the 
state would emerge. The name Niger Delta like the Middle Belt is geographic and describes 
their ecological zone. There is no common culture except a common historical experience 
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– exploiting their commonwealth - in the hands of the rest of Nigeria and leaving death 
and destruction behind; the exploitation and defoliation that followed exploitation of 
hydrocarbon may be creating awareness of now and the future post hydrocarbon to 
generate the idea around which the state could be built. Thus the possession of a common 
ecology could be the nucleus of the state’s idea. What about the institutions of the state? 
Could this emerge from what existed in its past – a past of city-states, segmentary and 
centralisd cultures - and what it inherited in the colonial and post colonial periods? 
Would the idea of the state provide the socio-political cohesion for institutions?  

The demonstrable weakness evident in the idea and institutions of the state in the Niger 
Delta would tell on its ability to control its population and territory or its physical base. 
The symphony of the three – idea, institutions and physical base – allow for harmonious 
tune to emanate from the state. However, its organising principles – idea and institutions 
- need to be straightened and strengthened to provide the support necessary to manage 
its physical base.  

Of the five possible countries profiled in a dismembered Nigeria, the Niger Delta and the 
Middle Belt have the dubious reputation of being resources rich and weak, weak base for 
developing the organising idea of the state as well as multiplicity and thus weak 
institutions whether of the pre colonial and/or colonial and post colonial types. I noted 
that post colonial so-called federal institutions have all been colonised by the dominant 
culture of their places of locations. These situations are all the more prevalent in the Niger 
Delta and Middle Belt because of these weaknesses and because of their colonial 
inheritance as appendages in these three regions and to some degree their lack of 
manpower. They appeared the weakest in the gradual domestication of federal institutions 
located in their areas as either other Nigerians have foothold in them or the regions from 
where they emerged has significant stake in the institutions. Unlike the institutions 
located in the north, east and west, the institutions in the Niger Delta and Middle Belt are 
vulnerable inside as a result of the threat from outside or the north, east and west. 

The weak socio-political cohesion of the Niger Delta and the Middle Belt which is evident 
in their post colonial relations with the North, East and West provide insights to the 
nature of relation with the three dominant countries should Nigeria unravel. Their 
physical bases i.e. populations and territories would bear the brunt of their weak socio-
political cohesion or ideas and institutions of state.  

Unless there is a deliberate project of constructing a state and pursuing the goal of 
creating a nation using the state route, Nigeria is disaster waiting to tow the line of the 
defunct Yugoslavia. As the evolutions of these possible countries gradually unfold led 
most times by invisible hands and sometimes by visible hands particularly those of the 
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north, east, west and to some extent the Niger Delta, the battleground of geopolitics and 
geo-strategy should Nigeria unravel would be primarily the Middle Belt and to some 
extent the Niger Delta.  

One of the draw backs of two out of the first three countries previewed was the lack of 
access to the sea for the north and the east. Since the Niger Delta possesses access to the 
sea – Port Harcourt and Calabar – this would be of interest to the east and north and in 
some way there could be strategic alliance between the east and the north to access these 
ports. For the north and the east, there would be the need for a land corridor through the 
Middle Belt for the north and through the Niger Delta for the east to facilitate access to 
the port in Lagos as well. 

Unlike the defunct Yugoslavia where there was European Union (EU) and North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation (NATO) that stepped in to regulate the conducts of the big three – 
Serb, Croat and Bosnia – over the smaller territories of Kosovo, Slovenia, Macedonia etc, 
there will not be these political and military institutions to restrain the activities of the 
North, East and West over the Middle Belt and Niger Delta or the rump of countries that 
would emerge from these two in a post Nigeria.  

As Mr. President’s three point agenda falters in its fourth year and as the federal, states 
and local governments refuse to act as a team to adopt and work within the agenda - 
agenda that require redefinition and re-conceptualisation under the aegis of SECURITY 
(security defined from bottom-up to include every aspects that humanises human beings 
in Nigeria with legal and policy frameworks) with “securing Nigeria” or “national security” 
as the LEAST of the objectives of security, with revamping the economy in order to create 
opportunity for Nigerians as the CENTRAL security objective and fighting a relentless war 
against corruption as providing the ENABLING environment that curtails the non 
functioning of the economy and transactional law enforcement/defence establishment in 
their battle against what they described as insecurity, retaining the ideas and ideals behind 
the agenda as they are will CONSOLIDATE the descent to anarchy and the likelihood of 
the unravelling of Nigeria.  

 


