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ETHICS OF POLITICS IN NIGERIA:
THE CHRIS TIAN PERSPECTIVE

Dr. Chris. I.
1.

Ejizu

Defining The Focus

The widespread impression among Nigerians that politics is a dirty
game does not set aside the crucial significance of politics in human
life in general, or in the continued fortunes of this country in par
ticular. The genesis of that prevailing negative view is of course .fairlv

Nigerians had cornmit.ed themselves at the attainment
independence in 1960 to the building of a just, peaceful
and prosperous society where no one shan be oppressed. The expec
tations and dreams of many nationalists and patriots vaulted very
high as the Nigerian flag replaced the Union Jack. This marked the
termination of colonial subjugation and the assumption by Nigerians
of the political power and mandate to lead the young independent
nation to a successful realisation of the set goals.
But sadly, the history of Nigeria since then has virtually been one
unremitting monotony of political blundering, unbridled corruption,
turmoil and decadence. In the midst of the dis-illusionment,
numerous Nigerians have developed deep-seated apathy for politics
and everything political. It is commonly assumed that only people of
little or no moral worth practise it'. Some people, most of them Chris
tians, have even tried to justify their sworn indifference on certain
religio-ethical grounds. Neither Jesus nor any of his close associates
took part in politics. They were simply interested in a religion that
2
preached love and forgiveness. Some others contend that since it
would be impossible to live out the high ethical demands of Jesus in
the context of corrupt and crises-ridden Nigerian political life, one
had better keep off.
well known.

of national

There

is

yet

another

dimension

to

the

matter.

Certain

developments in the history of Christianity, and particularly in the
missionary history of various Nigerian groups, have also contributed
to ill-dispose people towards politics. Bv the time Christianity arrived
Nigerian shores in the mid-nineteenth century, the wedge which ra
tionalism and its allied developments in Europe introduced between
religion and the sacred realm on the one hand, and the civil and
secular sphere on the other, had become well entrenched. And there
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increasing trend to limit religion, at least theoretically, to the
individual/personal faith and piety. Those events have far
reaching implications for the kind of government Nigeria inherited
from her colonial master, as well as the pattern of relationship that
continues to exist between civil government authorities and religious
was

domain of

leaders.

Scholars have also tried to show

some

link between the ill

disposition of many Nigerian Christians towards politics and the long
standing Irish anti-pathy for British oppression and domination back
home. (Ireland being Nigeria's number one supplier of expatriate mis
sionaries, while Britain as Nigeria's imperial master, controlled the
political realm). This Irish anti-pathy was unobtrusively foisted on
Nigerian disciples and wards and has subconsciously been influenc
ing their political behaviour. 3Finally, attention has also been called to
the "stronqlv eschatological frame of reference" of the Christianity
which both protestant evangelicals and post- Tridentine catholics
spread in Nigeria with its fundamental negative view of the world and
4
its affairs. Since their main interest in life was expected to be other
worldly, many converts were brought up to dismiss politics as dirty,
devilish and only fit for crooks, cheats and liars.
Admittedly, most of the developments have since ceased. But their
lingering effect on the attitudinal tendencies of numerous converts to
Christianity should not be under-estimated. In any event, this paper
assumes that the full explanation of the dominant impression of
politics among many contemporary Nigerians can best be ap
preciated against that important historical background. In another
light, that background throws up a number of basic issues that are of
immediate concern to us in this essay. These include the relationship
of politics and ethics, the correct teaching of the New Testament and
Christian religion on politics, and the real challenges confronting
Nigedan Christians in nation-building.
2. 1

The Ethical Basis of Politics

Politics, like its twin power, is an integral feature of man's social
existence and interaction. From its original Greek root (Polis
city
state), politics simply refers to the art of governance, a dynamic
process that entails the mobilisation of human and other resources,
managing, directing and enforcing the affairs of public policy and
-

-

decisions towards the
sense,

politics applies

regulation

of social order. In

to different forms of

of human interests at various

an

extended

organisation and direction
levels of society, including the family,
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village, national,

international and church with

some

And within that broad frame, history has known
political forms and types of government.

a

Ejizu

purpose in view.
wide variety of

politics is essentially about governance, it primarily in
structuring of power for achieving some articulated goals.
And experts distinguish two levels of operation; the external and the
internal. The external level concerns the structuring or the ad
ministrative organisation, while the internal refers to the undergirding
ideology which informs policy. At the latter level, the question of the
responsibility of power is posed: power is to be used for whom? to
5
achieve what goals? Power itself is of course, neutral and could only
be recognised by what it achieves in the dynamic process of politics.
As H. N. Nwosu aptly articulates it, in all its modulations power points
6
to some capacity to make things happen.
Ethics, like politics, is rooted in the nature of man. And human
conduct is a common subject to both. But ethics specifically zeros in
on
human conduct from the perspective of its rightness or
wrongness. In spite of divergencies introduced by cultural and
historical experiences of different groups, it is widely accepted that
7
ethical values and judgements are objective, and that the nature of
man properly understood, is the primary norm of that objectivity. An
action could, therefore, be characterised as 'qood' (right) or 'bad'
(wrong) to the extent it tallies with or departs from the nature of man.
This is clearly the foundation of the inalienable rights of all members
8
of the human family, otherwise known as Universal Human Rights.
The differing propositions of some contrary theories like those of
the subjectivists (which define the rightness of an action in terms of
the feelings of approval which a person or a group of people has
9
towards it), or the Marxist school of thought (which maintains that
"there are no objective standards of moral or political theory" in
10
dependent of the economic processes), although thev do not come
directly within the scope of this essay, are unacceptable and
Because

volves the

untenable. Certain ethical values form the basis

on

which human

much true of the Communist
world as it is of the Western democracies. Such values are in
themselves good and objective because they accord with the rational

society is predicated. And this is

as

nature of human beings as such. In the view of J.D. Mabbott without
such values, "no civilised society could survive and few values could
be achieved. The rules against killing and promise-breaking are of this

kind.11
to

With this clarification of basic terms, it should not be too difficult
appreciate the fundamental relationship between ethics and
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politics,

Human conduct, whether in the political or economic realm,
usually proceeds from the nature of man as such, that is, from man's
intellect and will with some end in view. The human agent is generally
presumed to be responsible, answerable and accountable for one's
action, in other words, the action is imputable, chargeable and at
tributable to the agent. And precisely because of the objectivity of
ethical values and judgements, such an action is considered as either
right or wrong. Ethics, therefore, underlies and forms the basis of
politics. This is particularly true of the undergirding ideology which
informs policy. At this level, the issues (e.g. equality before the law,
human dignity and basic rights of the individual) are predominantly
ethical or moral in character. Furthermore, ethics underpins gover
nance in terms of stewardship of resources and regulation of social
relationships in such manner that primary values of society such as
justice, peace, individual and communal well-being are achieved and
maintained. Finally, it relates to the external structuring or the ad
ministrative organisation in so far as they constitute the vehicles for
achieving articulated goals.
In fact, for Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, politics is
social ethic since it deals with people in group activity. Human beings
are animals of polis and their natural tendency is to form into and act

within groups in order to attain eudemonia
further amplifies;

(happiness).

W.D. Ross

Aristotle's ethics, no doubt, are social, and his politics are ethical; he does not
in the Ethics (title of his book) that the individual is essentially a member of

forget

� socie.tv, nor.
In

2.2

in

t�� Polit{�s

(book title) that the good life of the

state exists

only

the lives of Its citizens.

The

Religious Perspective

major religions of Nigeria (the Indigenous Religion, Islam
Christianity), are heavily ethical in nature. Each has a definite vi
sion of the universe and reality as a whole as well as the place of man
in the scheme of things (cosmology). In common parlance, each of
them constitutes a distinct ideology. Not surprisingly, therefore, each
posits a clear view on the vital issues of the source and legitimation of
power and its dynamic mobilisation in politics. Invariably, such a vi
sion is basically related to the overall deistic and theistic beliefs of the
respective religions.
For Christianity specifically, power is rooted in the creative pur
poses of God. Jesus Christ is the image of
The three

and
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-

the invisible God, the first-born of all creation, for in him all things were created,
in heaven and on earth, \{isible and invisible, whether thrones or dominations

principalitiies

or

authorities

-

all

things

were

created

through

him and for him.

?l

The power which human beings wield derives ultimately from God
and is subject to the providential sovereignty of God. It is an essential
14
aspect of the divine design for man's individual and public good.

However, in the contemporary order of things, power is part of the
man that is fallen. Although redeemed by Christ, the

total nature of

tendency for
himself,

power and other human structures, and even man
values, in other words, to

to claim for themselves absolute

the status of material

gods, is real.

15

Christianity clearly re
jects any such claim as absurd. And it insists on the essential relation
ship of politics to the overall design of God in creation and salvation
16
history. Human beings hold power in trust. And at all levels of its ar
ticulation and structuring, it should aid people to the full realisation of
their ultimate mission on earth. Contrary political ideologies and ac
tivities are clearly a travesty of the Christian ethical vision of reality.
assume

3.1

Christ, Church And Politics

The

clarity which marks the New Testament view of the fundamen

tal link of ethics and politics is not very evident in the personal at
titude of Jesus to practical politics. Although Palestine at the time of
Jesus, like that of neighbouring Arabia in the time of Mohammed

centuries later, was a hot political region, Jesus, unlike
Mohammed, assumed a far less determinate posture. And this has
given rise to divergent interpretations of the New Testament
accounts relating to Jesus and politics.
The historico-political setting of Palestine at the beginning of the
ministry of Jesus is important. With the banishment of Archelaus to
Gaul in 6 A.D., Judaea came under the direct rule of Rome, govern
ed by a Legate in Syria and a Procurator in Judaea. As a Roman Pro
vince, its people were liable to taxation (landed property and per
sonal). As usual, many Judaeans resented that domination, par
17
ticularly the rendering cf tribute. Judas of Gamala, commonly
known as Judas the Galilean, "was quite vocal in his opposition, and
he evolved some slogans which Jesephus referred to as me Fourth
19
Philosophy. While the Roman official, Sulpicius Quirinius was
organising the census for the full lrnplrrnentatlon the tax laws in
Judaea in 6 A.D., Judas openly campaigned against Roman rule and
preached that it was a sin to pay tribute to Rome. The revolt which
he incited was promptly quelled. But the Fourth Phltosopnv survivsome
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ed in the circle of Jewish

patriotic/liberation fighters called the
20
King but God'. From that group,
21
of his twelve disciples, Simon the Zealot.

Zealots whose motto
Jesus

recruited

one

was

Strangely enough (as
sonal commitment
In

fact,

as

school of

a

"No

some

reason) Jesus did

such to the

thought

not make much per
hot situation of his time.

politically
scholarship concludes that:

in biblical

Kingdom that Jesus came to establish was of
lasting that he could not be expected to busy his

The

such

higher

time with

a

nature and more

transient earthly

kingdom.22
It contends that Jesus "was not a social revolutionary nor a political
activist." Another school of thought however, with S. G. F. Brandon
as its chief protagonist, argues that the ministry of Jesus had a
strong political colouring. For certain, Jesus had great sympathy for
the Zealots and had declared that III came not to bring peace but the

sword". It claims that Jesus was condemned for sedition and was
crucified between two freedom fighters. The apparent pacific image
of Christ in the New Testament was only a calculated design of the
23
hagiographers who wrote in and for othe Roman world.
Whether one endorses either or none of the two positions, it is

beyond dispute that most of the.pronouncements of Jesus on social
justice, love of neighbour and even one's enemy, peace, attitude to
the poor and the oppressed, human dignity and equality, have
tremendous revolutionary content. More importantly, the fact that
he called people to follow him and his new way of life, thereby set
ting up an alternative to the status quo, is itself a radical move. He
charged his followers as salt of the earth and leaven of society, to
transform the world with his

new

ideals and values.

religious response to a situation in which peo
politico-military solution. But in the end, the
of
Jesus
proved decisive and its success much more
approach
His
has
since continued to conquer empires and na
lasting.
religion
tions and his ethical values and insights to transform cultures and
civilisations. Finally, it is pertinent to recall the sigr-;ficant influence
Jesus' approach is
ple were looking for

a

a

of the ethics of Jesus in the constitutions of most Western nations
and the United Nations declaration on the Universal Human Rights

(including
3.2

human

equality, individual right

to

freedom, conscience).

Church And Politics

The New Testament does not leave anyone in doubt about the

position of the early Church concerning civil government. The

Apostles

stuck to their

of Christ from

place

to

primary assignment of spreading the gospel
place. However, as P.O. Akpunonu suggests,
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the

early establishment of the Church in Rome
It

was a

establish
pride, and of good strategy to
influence and
good information, to establish

matter of

served to get
transactions.

was a
a

political

foothold in

to carry

out

Ejizu

move.

lt
'.
R.ome
financial

24

The circumstances of Rome provided the background for a clear
statement by Paul on the relation of the early Christians to civil
authority. Romans 13 reveals the mind of the early Church on the
of Christians
source of power which politicians wield and the duties
also
are
1-4
Christians
urged to offer
to the State. In First Timothy, 2:
and are able
"we
God,
please
prayers for civil rules, for by so doing,
and
quiet".
to live religious and reverent lives in peace
Over time, Christianity found its way into the power sanctuaries of
Rome, and emerging as a State region, it came into the full blare of

politics of Roman empire. From Rome, it was easily transported
to other parts of the world. Today, the 44 countries in which Chris
25
tianity still enjoys the status of official religion, reminds one of a
long period in world history during which Christian religion and
ethical principles were the most dominant factors of life for various
the

nations and cultures.
Even with the emergence of secular and democratic politics in
many of the erstwhile official Christian States, Christian ethics still
greatly informs the civilisation and politics of countries like France,

Germany. In some of these nations, political par
inspired by Christian ideals (for example, The
Christian Democratic Union, C.D.U., in West Germany). Other in
stances of the rather intricate ways in which Christian religion and
ethics play significant roles in the socio-political life of many nations
today are readily available in the liberation campaigns of Latin
America, the anti-nuclear campaign of Monsignor Bruce Kent in
England, the Pro-Life crusade in U.S.A. and Bishop Desmond
Tutu's campaign for a peaceful and democratic South-Africa for
black and white people alike. And political theology which handles a
wide variety of topical issues like war, refugees, human rights, disar
mament, justice and peace, is as much a legitimate branch of Chris
tian studies today as ecclesiology or dogmatic theology.

England

ties

4.1

are

and West

still formed and

Echoes From The

The

Nigerian

Scene

Nigerian political scene is as interesting as it is ambivalent. The
rnultiplicitv of distinct ethnic groups federated into one nation the
diversity of religions, value scales and moral norms, are at once a
source of strength as well as weakness. And the double standards of
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conduct that marked the period of colonial experience are all factors
that continue to predispose the course of events in Nigeria. But it ap
pears that the root cause of the disillusionment of many Nigerians

prevails between articulated
performance (theory and practice).
goals
In terms of theoretical vision, Nigerian post-independence politics
compares favourably in many respects with that of many Western
democracies. Both the traditional background of the different groups
and the, legacies of the colonial administration have tended to favour
the formulation of political constitutions that are anchored in the
belief in the existence of God, human equality, freedom and sound
ethical principles. Nigeria is not only a signatory to the United
Nation's declaration on The Universal Human Rights, the old and
new national anthems, the pledge and even the different manifestos
of defunct political parties of the past two republics, affirm more or
less the general principles (equality, fairness, freedom, etc.) on which

with

politics

is the endemic gap that

and actual

humane civilisations are founded and sustained in many other parts
of the world. The second stanza of the current national anthem for

instance,

sums

up

Nigeria's prayerful aspiration thus;

Oh God of creation, direct our noble cause,
Guide our leaders right,
Help our youth the truth to know,
In love and honesty to grow,
And living just and true,
Great lofty heights attain,
a nation where peace and justice reign.

To build

The

evolving Nigerian Constitution enshrined those

same

ideals

and values, as well as spelt out their intricate implications in the key
areas of national life. Various national policies and development pro
grammes

specific

are

supposed

to be

articulations of the broad principles in
example is in the field of education.

areas of need. One clear

The national education

policy of 1977 which visualised the 6 3-3-4

system set out to chart a new programme of education that best
favours the emergence of a self-reliant nation and a well integrated
In the vital

areas of ideology and policy formulation,
safely conclude that the political insights of
post-independent Nigeria are based on solid ethical principles
deriving mainly from the nature of man and certain fundamental
religious convictions. As such, they compare favourably with those

development.
therefore,

one

could

-

of many other r.arions.
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sadly enough, the decisive area of practical politics appears to
along been the bane of Nigerian social engineering. This falls
squarely within the specific areas of stewardship of resources, the ex
ternal structuring of power and regulation of social relationships in
such a way that individual and communal well-being are achieved and
maintained. Normally, it is expected that the articulated policies and
goals should determine the kind of human and other resources that
are mobilised to ensure the most efficient realisation at the practical
level. But there precisely lies the crux of the Nigerian political situa
But

have all

tion.
in

It appears that Nigerian political actors and civil functionaries excel
the best intentioned programmes by interjecting all kinds

thwarting

26

of extraneous values and factors, as well as giving free rein to all
sorts of primitive urges in practical politics. The issues are pre
eminently ethical. Whichever way one looks at the subject; whether it
is the rank

indiscipline

and

corruption that characterise the daily life

the terrible events that have generally precipitated the
of elected governments, the recurrent indictments have

of citizens

or

toppling
always crystallised around one form of gross misconduct or another,
in other words, flagrant disreqard of acceptable norms and enun
tiated goals on the part of officials.
A. Dzurgba who catalogued the causes of the fall of the First
Nigerian Republic as; lithe misuse of economic resources, corrup
tion, nepotism, lawlessness, recklessness, indiscipline, dishonesty,
extravagance, misuse of political power, denial of human rights, and
mutual jeslousies, thuggery, oppression, suppression, rigging of
elections, inflating of census figures and bloody riots", arrives at the
following interesting conclusion; "Mv study claims that all these
27
Pro
causes are more ethical than anything else we can think of."
fessor Chinua Achebe who sets his fascinating booklet The Trouble
With Nigeria against the background of the Second Republic details
the following as part of the causes of Nigeria's socio-political woes;
tribalism, false image of ourselves, social injustice and the cult of
28
mediocrity, indiscipline and corruption. Even the fact that military
dictatorship has dominated the greater period of Nigeria's post
independent history is in itself a clear sign of the irresponsibility of
the nation's political actors, And not even those self-proclaimed cor
rective military regimes have escaped' allegations of gross miscon
duct and corruption in their attempts at governance. Finally, it is per
tinent to recall that the launching by President Shehu Shagari in 1982
of The Ethical Revolution followed later by the War Against In
discipline (WA!) by the military administration, are all open confes-
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Nigeria's woeful failure to abide by widely accepted basic
ethical norms which undergird purposeful political behaviour and en
sure the successful achievement of stipulated common goals.
The case of the national census makes a typical illustration" of how
unethical practices and extraneous values have continued to

sions of

frustrate fundamental national projects. Three successive attempts
that have been made since independence, have all been failures as
the

figures

returned

were

found to be unreliable. In 1962, Mr. War

ran, the Chief Census Officer, announced the results with a total of
56 million. A breakdown of the figures showed that Northern Region
increased by 30 per cent over the 1952/53 census, Eastern Region

gained a staggering 71 per cent, Western Region 70 per cent and.
Lagos rose by 152 percent, At the end, the results were declared null
and void. And abortive effort was made the following year, 1963.
The figures returned that year became a subject of vigorous debate
in the Supreme Court. 29The military staked its reputation in the 1973
exercise. And to its utter dismay, the outcome proved as unreliable
as before. The figure of 80 million meant an incredible 43 per cent
growth in. population in a period of ten years. The result was found
greatly inflated, unacceptable and therefore had to be cancelled. To
day, the only census figures which this nation is sure of and still relies
on are those of the colonial period, 1952/53.
In spite of the huge losses in resources involved, the shameful cen
sus failures are relatively nothing when compared to the shocking
revelations of malpractices in the management of economic and
financial resources by political actors and public officers as well as
horrifying records of electoral performances including brutal killings
of opponents, rigging and arson. The level of decadence in Nigeria
today is such that many people frankly consider the very continued
survival of the nation in the midst of the scourge as a miracle of some
sort, others in a state of bewilderment, simply content themselves
with echoing the popular tune; "Which Way Nigeria?"
5.

Conclusion: The Christian

Challenge

The sudden upsurge of interest in national

Christians in present-day Nigeria is partly

political trends
a

measure

among
of their

dissatisfaction with the status quo as well as a response to certain
30
exigencies. Over a considerable period of apathy arising largely
from an admixture of historical circumstances and developments, a
vast majority of Christians let politics in Nigeria become a cesspool.
And the toll of that disquieting condition on people's sensitivity to
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sound ethical ideals and values like truth, justice, responsibility and
is as devastating as its grip on the socio-economic fortunes

fairplay,

of the country is

now confronting Chris
effectively rr:obilise the recently
aroused interest in political trends towards a positive and lasting
transformation of the society.

tians is whether

stifling.

or not

The critical issue

to sustain and

In the view of this essay, while the summon of late Francis Kwame
(ex-president of Ghana), "Seek ye first the political
kingdom", might sound rather far-fetched, Christians in Nigeria

Nkrumah

should not allow the vital

insight and implication of that historic
message to be lost on them. Politics, as this paper has tried to show,
is a crucial and inescapable'fact of social life. Like economics, com

mercial enterprise, etc., it is
clearly points out;

not

dirty

in itself.

Rather,

as

F .A. Arinze

If, however, the politician takes and gives bribes, assassinates other people's
characters
exploits women and embezzles .government and party funds, then
31
it is he (or she), not politics, that is dirty.
...

On another score, the Catholic Bishop's Conference of Nigeria, had
a recent communique re-iterated that participation in politics is a

in

right and duty for

Christians.

32

The rest of the challenge appears mainly two-fold; purposeful
and encouragement of Christians for their mission of true
witness and leadership h. society, and meaningful presence of the
Christian religion (Church) in the specific and vital context of politics

training

in

Nigeria. The issues entail a sustained process of formation leading
continuing conversion of the baptised to the ethical ideals and
principles of Jesus as well as a de-emphasis on any aspect, including
doctrinal interpretation and internal organisational structures of in
dividual Church-groups that might impair the full development of
prerequisite attitudes and skills for effective leadership by Christians.
They also imply that Christian groups (Churches), as organised
bodies of the people of God, must be in politics even though not of
33
politics. On the one hand convinced Christians ought to be en
cou raged and supported to gain political power at all levels of the na
to a

tion's life and

use

it for the creation of

II

a

nation where peace and

justice reign". Then, on the other, as true witnesses of Jesus in the
society, Church-groups in Nigeria owe it a primary duty to make their
prophetic voice of dissent heard loud and clear in situations involving
fundamental principles of individual and communal well-being, and in
which the threat of power to
is mal.

assume

the status of

an

absolute value
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becomes

Nigeria

even more

as one

good.
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importance in nation-building
against the background of
and developing nations of the world. Per
Its central

focal when viewed

of the young

force, therefore, good and convinced Christians should be mobilised,

encouraged and sustained to boldly join politics and aspire to leading
positions at all levels of governance in Nigeria, so that from their van
tage positions and strong ethical background, they will be able to
contribute in establishing the solid foundation and tradition, on
which the prospects of the country as a just, free and peaceful socie
ty will largely depend.
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