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BY 
PROFESSOR A. BOLAJI AKINYEMI 
AT THE OPENING CEREMONY OF THE NATIONAL CONFERENCE ON “FOURTH REPUBLIC POLITICAL PARTIES: THE CHALLENGES OFDEMOCRATISATION IN NIGERIA” HELD UNDER THE AUSPICES OF THE FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES, UNIVERSITY OF LAGOS, ON WEDNESDAY, JULY 24, 2002 AT THE CONFERENCE CENTRE, UNIVERSITY OF LAGOS.

My remarks are going to be short as I do not intend to encroach on the time of our keynote speaker, Professor  Alaba Ogunsanwo, who has been my colleague and friend for thirty years.

I believe that it is now accepted wisdom that there is a lot of disillusionment about the state of our democracy. Nigerians, quite, rightly, have developed a state of cynical and critical mental thought about politics and politicians. This has been as a result of the many false starts, the many false hopes and the many dubious values associated with Nigerian political history.

I share this state of  critical cynicism. However,    I happen to believe that there is room for recognition of some success. That we can even plan and hold and attend a conference on DEMOCRATIZATION is one index of the state of democracy in Nigeria. If  the University of Lagos had had the temerity to host this conference before 1998 and had the temerity to invite me to chair it, and if I had been foolhardy enough to turn up, well you all know what would have happened. That it is all different  now is one cause for self-congratulation. The battery of judicial decisions in the past one year is another index of the state of our democracy. Even a famous family in Kano has had cause in the past fortnight to celebrate the state of democracy for which others gave their lives. You may not agree with specific judgements but the evidence is all there that there is a robustness in judicial activity and this is a by-product of the climate of democracy. To exercise the right to publish in a robust way no longer calls for the ingenuity and courage of the Abacha years. Even the robustness of the political language and political game is a far cry from the days when all the political parties spoke the same language. I fully appreciate the fact that there are many people who feel that the robustness of the political language border on political violence with such reckless as to endanger democracy. Political Scientists and analysts are under an obligation to educate the citizenry to expect robust and bombast language as part of the currency of civilian politics as distinct from the sanitized graveyard of the military politics.

But, and I bet you were expecting this BUT, I must admit that perception is often more important than reality. Nigerian perception is that there is such a massive democracy deficit and so little democracy dividend. It is this perception that we should worry about. And this perception is not based on falsehood. When there is no personal or societal feeling of security, people may wonder what is the use of freedom of speech. When the air is thick with accusations of corruption in high places, and yet there is massive unemployment, Nigerians may wonder what is the use of democracy. It is this general feeling that Democracy has not made life more bearable and tolerable after three years that is the greatest threat to the survival of democracy. We ignore this to our peril.

Finally, let me point out that the next ten months will pose the greatest challenge to our democratic experiment. Never in the political history of Nigeria has there been a successful transition from one civilian regime to another.. Nigeria has always stumbled at the last post of transparent and honest elections. 

There are four critical stages which we must carry out successfully. There must be a transparent and acceptable voter registration exercise. There must be a peaceful and clean campaign exercise. Thirdly, the actual conduct of the elections must be free and fair. Finally, the counting of the votes cast and the declaration of the results must be free, fair and generally credible and acceptable.

It will serve no purpose to claim partial credit. In an 100 metres, you get no credit for leading for 90metres, only to stumble at the last 10meters.  We must have successful and credible Local Government, State and National elections to complete the transition started in 1998.

I wish you a successful conference and once again, I thank you for the honour done me by inviting me to chair the opening session of this very important conference.

Professor A. Bolaji Akinyemi
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