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Response to the demand for restructuring of Nigeria through the instrumentality of a sovereign national conference or simply a national conference -- and that is my own deconstructing of the term ‘THE NIGERIAN QUESTION”—has taken many forms. This format adopted today by the Media Trust Limited of inviting six speakers from the six zones but not as spokesmen of the zones represents a laudable and unique initiative and the Media Trust Limited deserves to be commended.

The fact that the agitation over an idea refuses to abate does not mean the idea is right or that the idea is wrong for that matter. What we can say categorically is that when the agitation refuses to abate, the issue needs to be addressed. I regard this dialogue as one constructive approach to addressing the agitation over the Nigerian question. 

Of course, one could argue that a group of six members of the intelligentsia (a much wider class than intellectuals) who are representatives of, but not spokesmen of the six zones, may present views that may not represent the reality of views held by the ideologues in the zones. I believe that the National Trust has got it right because wherever the society and whatever period of human history, the role of the intelligentsia has always been to be articulators and legitimisers of the disparate and at times acrimonious  views and counterviews of the body polity. To that extent, we today on this platform are engaged in a useful exercise and we owe the National Trust a debt of gratitude for this opportunity.

What do we mean by the NIGERIAN QUESTION?  I will put it simply in the form of a question: how do we organize Nigeria that all the composite groups can live together under a stable system without fears and without grievances?

There is a lot wrong with Nigeria but some of the arguments raised to address the issues are way of the mark. One such argument is the often stated one about Nigeria being an artificial creation of the British. But the truth is that practically all the states in the world are artificial creations. If one looks at the maps of Europe at the times of the Roman Empire, the Holy Roman Empire, the Congress of Vienna (1815), Versailles treaty l(1915), 1945 (end of WWII), states emerged, disappeared, re-emerged, forced together etc. Even if one looks at the map of England (not Great Britain) over the past three thousand years, one can trace the loss of  independent states such as Cornwall, Kent, Wessex, Essex, Sussex, Mercia, Northumbria, East Anglia etc through wars and conquests to witness the emergence of England as a state. This process was duplicated on all continents all over the world, and Africa was no exception. Even before the advent of colonialism, states were being formed, annexed, reformed etc by we Africans, ourselves, through the most artificial of all measures, war. Therefore, any argument that makes Nigeria a special and unique case based on the artificiality of the process of creation is way off the mark.

What has kept the Nigerian Question alive has been the fact that the inter-relationships among the constituent nations have been characterized by fears and grievances, some of them dating back to the 1911 amalgamation. There are fears about being dominated and there are grievances about being exploited. There is almost a near unanimity of views that the way to insure against fears and grievances is either to be the dominant power at the centre or to have considerable autonomy. One of the eye-opening, startling and instructive revelations at the Oputa Panel was the claim by each zone that it was and is a victim of marginalization. You had allegations of political, economic, military and civil service marginalization by every group. I am not here to evaluate the credibility of each claim to marginalization. The important fact is the belief by each group in this country that it is marginalized. Some of the agitation against marginalization have manifested themselves in the creation of such regional organizations as the Arewa Consultative Forum, the Ohaneze, the Afenifere, the Middle Belt Forum etc. Some have resulted in the formation of paramilitary organizations as the OPC, the Arewa Peoples Congress, the Ijaw Peoples Congress, MASSOB etc. Some have already resulted in such direct actions as the low intensity militant operations directed at oil operations in the Delta. Some have adopted the constitutional process for pursuing their demands such as the Supreme Court Resource Control case and the National Assembly  action on the Resource Control Bill. All of these are the unresolved manifestations of the Nigerian Question.

The way forward has more to do with the process of dealing with the Question rather than the actual details of the resolution. I am aware that such specific details of substance such as state police, and revenue derivation have been canvassed while such catch phrases as true federalism and resource control have become part of the protest vocabulary. But it is the process of addressing all the issues which dominate the political landscape. And it is on this process that I intend to focus. All Nigerian constitutions have been based on outcomes of constitutional conferences. But there is a marked difference between the 1960 Constitution and all the other constitutions. The 1960 Constitution was based on a consensus among the regional groups which formed the building blocks of Nigeria, and that consensus was not tampered with by the British colonial authority. There were no provisions smuggled in through the backdoor. All the other constitutions including the 1963 Republican constitutions suffered from one major defect or another. Undebated provisions were either smuggled in, or compromise provisions were amended by the ruling administration of the day. In the case of the 1963 constitution, the state of emergency which was imposed on the West and the consequent minority government imposed on that region meant that the representatives of the West at the conference were not true representatives of the views of the West. Therefore the clamour for a Sovereign National Conference should be seen as a call for a Constitutional Conference, where the decisions reached and the compromises worked out will not be subject to amendment by the government of the day except through the stipulated amendment procedure. I cannot put it with more clarity. Several objections have been raised to the concept of a Sovereign National Conference. The first is why the conference? Why not just use the amendment procedure of the present constitution. This same issue was raised in 1963, when Prime Minister Tafawa Balewa was challenged on the need for a constitutional conference. He explained that parliament was there to make laws for expected and normal circumstances. But that when the situation was not forseen or expected and was of a fundamental nature, then the avenue of a constitutional conference was more acceptable. It is uncontestable that the nature of the Nigerian political landscape is very complex in deed. Before independence, it took five constitutional conferences spread over eight years before consensus was reached on the 1960 constitution. The British colonial authority could have imposed a constitution but it did not because it knew it would be dead in the water before even leaving port. It could have opted for a majority decision to resolve issues but it did not. All insisted on resolving contentious issues through consensus. I submit that the issues facing Nigeria today are of such magnitude that the normal process of constitutional amendment will be inadequate. I am also not so sure that the streak of selfishness with which the National Assembly approaches issues can be trusted to produce acceptable results. For example, in considering previous constitutional proposals, the National Assembly had found nothing wrong in proposing limited one terms for the President and Governors, while awarding themselves unlimited terms. The second objection is to the concept of sovereign. Proponents of the objection argue that there are already sovereign institutions in place such as the Presidency, the National Assembly and the Judiciary. The response which  I have already stated above is that the National Conference is sovereign only to the extent that its decisions like the decisions of the pre-1960 conferences will not be tampered with. The third objection is that the SNC is designed to encourage secessionist tendencies. Unless push comes to shove, secession is unactualisable in the present set up. Three of six zones, namely the South-South, the North-Central and the North-Eastern zones are so heterogeneous that each of those zones need Nigeria to maintain the zonal internal integrity and cohesion or lack of one. The Eastern zone is so landlocked that secession is not an option. That lives the remaining two zones: the North-Western and South-Western zones. Both of these two zones have the capacity to sustain secession. The North-West zone has North Africa, the Sahara dessert and the Arab world as its outreach while the South-West has the ocean and the Africans in the diaspora in Brazil, Jamaica, Cuba, the United States and the West Indies as its hinterland and outreach. Without the resources of Nigeria, the North-West zone will suffer the economic fate of other Sahelian states, and without an independent army, the South-West zone cannot entertain, not to talk of sustaining secession. The fourth objection is that the Sovereign National Conference may mirror and consequently excercebate the North-South divide. This assumes that Nigerian politics is a zero-sum rather than a multi-sum game. It assumes that on every critical and even not so critical issue, the divide is on a North-South divide. The reality is different. The sharia issue has not divided  the country on a North-South divide as there are large Moslem communities in the West while there are large Christian communities in the Middle Belt. Resource control is another contentious issue which is likely to unite the South-South and Middle Belt zones with half of the South-West zone, while the North-East, North-West and the other half of the South-West zone are likely to be grouped together. I have just identified these contentious issues to prove that the fear of a Sovereign National Conference contributing to North-South confrontation is not justified. 

The Sovereign National Conference has two major advantages over piece-meal legislation as means of addressing grievances. As indicated earlier, every group that appeared before the Oputa panel alleged marginalization. Yet the major disadvantage of piece-meal legislation is that it gives the wrong impression that it is the group whose grievance is being addressed that is special. For example, during the National Assembly debate on resource control, a visitor from Mars would be forgiven for thinking that that was the only issue that needs addressing. Then the states which generate hydro-power for the country started their own agitation. It is rather instructive that neither bill has been signed into law. The advantage of a conference format is that like the Oputa panel, it enables every group to become aware that everyone else also feels aggrieved.

Whether we agree or not with the solution proffered, what is beyond doubt is that the Nigerian Question is very much on the front burner. It is a sign of the desperation of the times that such desperate proposals as collegiate six zonal presidents, each representing a zone; diarchy; collegiate six zonal Vice-Presidents, each representing a zone; power rotation have been canvassed.

Finally, let me return to my area of specialization which is international affairs. Samuel Huntingdon has come to the conclusion that with the end of the cold war, the new millennium will be characterized by a clash of civilizations: namely the Judeo-Christian civilization versus the Islamic civilization. He has been much criticized for his choice of words. We in the Western Belt of Africa stretching from the Senegambian basin to Cameroon have been trying to work out a modus vivendi between three civilizations namely the African civilization, the Islamic civilization and the Judeo-Christian civilization for the past one thousand and three hundred years or so. While Europe can boast of ancient Spain as the golden example of the co-existence among Jews, Moslems and Christians, we in Africa can boast of the era of ancient Ghana, Mali, Songay and Kanem-Bornu as the golden era of co-existence between Islam and traditional religion. If Nigeria can work out peaceful, stable, balanced and ethical co-existence among its competing civilizations, then perhaps in the words of the old coca-cola advertisement, we in Nigeria can proclaim “we like to teach the world to live in perfect harmony”. Is that not a vision worth pursuing?       
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