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Foreword
The modern history of Nigeria is a story of conflict, corruption
and simmering ethnic tensions. Added to this combustible mix are
religious differences which, in recent times, have led to sporadic
outbursts of violence.
Yet, despite these immense strains, modern Nigeria remains a
united country. It has a distinctive character, and it is often described
as a nascent superpower. Jon Hill’s book is a much needed and
subtle appraisal of the manner in which modern Nigeria has avoided
fracture.
After independence in 1960, Nigeria’s federal constitution almost
immediately succumbed to secessionism. The Biafra war, which
started in 1967, is perhaps the defining event of modern Nigerian
history. In many ways, it was the first war of the modern media era.
International pop stars, Swedish students, international aid agencies
all made their contribution in different ways to the conflict. The
civil war has also been represented in literature and film. Today, the
tensions which gave rise to the civil war have been superseded by
other controversies.
The continued existence of Nigeria as a unified state is a frequent
matter of debate and speculation. In his penetrating book, Hill identifies three principal causes which have ensured the unity of this
diverse state. The three causes in general terms can be characterised
as federalism, oil and the armed forces. Federalism is perhaps the
most difficult of these notions to grasp, given its ambivalent nature.
It is often remarked that the diversity of Nigeria is, in itself, a source
of both weakness and strength.
The very term ‘Nigeria’ first appeared in print in an editorial written
for The Times in London in April 1897. This fact alone showed the
extent to which Nigeria itself was an artificial construct. It had only
been in 1892 that Lord Salisbury, the British prime minister, had
observed that ‘we have been engaged in drawing lines upon maps
where no white man’s foot has ever trod; we have been giving away
mountains and rivers and lakes to each other, only hindered by the
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small impediment that we never knew exactly where the mountains
and rivers and lakes were.’
Despite this artificiality, federalism does still have a resonance
among the political elite. Many Nigerians feel a particular affinity to
their region or ethnic group, while maintaining a significant sense
of nationhood. This sense has been deepened by the enormous oil
wealth which Nigeria commands. Oil damages the environment and
encourages insurgency. Yet oil contributes to the nation’s unity as
non-oil producing regions remain fully committed to preserving
Nigeria on account of its oil wealth.
Above this simmering cauldron, so to speak, sit the armed forces,
which remain the most visible symbol of national unity. The contribution of the Army, in particular, to Nigeria’s political life since 1960
has been enormous. The number of coups which have occurred since
independence, as well as the civil war itself, is proof of this.
There remains a question about how the Army will accommodate
itself to civilian rule in the future, although recent developments,
particularly the presidency of Goodluck Jonathan, show that some
form of directly elected leadership can be sustained.
The future of Nigeria is of enormous consequence to the stability
of Africa and to international politics generally. The economic development of Africa has been one of the most conspicuous features of
the international scene in the past ten years. As developed economies
struggled in the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008, political
commentators, economic and financial analysts have become aware
of markets outside Europe and North America, notably in the Middle
East, Asia and, most recently, in sub-Saharan Africa.
If it remains a united country, Nigeria’s position and role in this
new world will be significant. If the country falls apart, however,
it is difficult to see how this chaotic situation would resolve itself.
In either case, the future of Nigeria is one in which politicians,
academics, commentators and analysts all over the world should
maintain a considerable interest. Jon Hill’s book is an important
contribution for all those wishing to develop that interest.
Dr Kwasi Kwarteng
MP for Spelthorne, Surrey, UK and author of Ghosts of Empire:
Britain’s Legacies in the Modern World (2012)
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