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A half-century ago, the mounting agitation for independent

statehood in sub-Saharan Africa eventually forced colonial

regimes to transfer sovereignty to local governments. Over-

throwing the colonial order has since proven much easier than

replacing it with viable nation-states. In the evocative phrase of

Sam Nolutshungu, “out of the debris of failed colonialisms,

unitary states and nations were summoned to emerge.”
1

I n

much of Africa, nationhood has lost ground to ethnic and sec-

tional identities. The capacity of states has also been eroded by

prolonged fiscal crises, corruption, ethno-clientelist politics,

and the autocratic manipulation of democratic transitions. 

Anthony Smith has argued that there is an “intricate

relationship between state and nation which the misleading

omnibus term ‘nation-state’ is liable to obscure . ”
2

M a n y

scholars have pondered the likely nature of this re l a t i o n-

ship in multiethnic African territories. State-nations

seemed to be the most appropriate trajectory in which,

a c c o rding to Otto Pflanze, the “idea of nation” develops

within “the chrysalis of the state.”
3

Such an outcome in

Africa implied replicating the dominant West European

and North American pattern where “common sovere i g n t y

provided common institutions and a common political

t radition from which emerged a sense of nationhood which

t ranscended cultural differe n c e s . ”
4

In other words, the new

nations would follow the building of states.
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However, as most African countries

enter their fifth decade of political inde-

pendence, the state-nation model is not

the only one that has been followed. It is

important to recognize the actual

state/nation models that have been

forged. In general, Africa displays what

A l f red Cobban terms the “new medieval-

ism” characterized by cultural and polit-

ical units existing in a multiplicity of

forms and combinations.
5

Will the new

global order permit Africa to fore g o

emulating the “singular model” of the

n a t i o n - s t a t e ?
6

Or would African peoples

continue to be severely disadvantaged by

the failure to establish the “political king-

dom” advocated by independence leader

Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana? A sampling

of cases demonstrates the persistence of

the modernist ideal of the nation-state in

Africa despite the medievalist reality of

multiple, overlapping political forms.
7

The Idea of the Nation-State
and its Paradoxical Persis-
tence. With the end of colonial rule,

the African country that seemed to have

the most unobstructed path in consoli-

dating nationhood and statehood was

Somalia. Somalis overwhelmingly

s h a red the same language, religion, and

c u l t u ral practices. After the Somali state

collapsed in 1991, the country’s clans

and sub-clans increasingly assumed the

attributes of territorial political organi-

z a t i o n s .
8

Pa radoxically, in the midst of

this disintegration, a model “nation-

state” has emerged in the former British

colony of Somaliland in the north of

the territory. Economic development,

law and justice, and even a peaceful

t ransition of government leaders in this

p r o t o - republic can be favorably com-

p a red with governance in most re c o g-

nized African countries.
9

Rwanda and Burundi exemplify

Smith’s concerns about the mirage of

the nation-state.
1 0

Hutu and Tutsi are

not divided by language or culture, and

intermarriage over several decades has

attenuated racial demarcations. Yet these

communities remain locked in mortal

combat within the same territorial grid.

All attempts to re c o n f i g u re the state so

that it transcends and diffuses conflict

between these communities have met

with minimal success. Tim Longman has

fervently argued that it is the state itself

that is responsible for the great suffering

of these peoples.
1 1

Indeed, the conclu-

sion reached by Makau Mutua is no

longer an unorthodox view: “peace can-

not come to Burundi or neighboring

Rwanda unless the Hutu and Tutsi are

s e p a rated by an international bord e r . ”
1 2

He argues that the members of each

community re g a rd “the exclusive control

of the state as an essential pre c o n d i t i o n

to their survival as a people." 

In Burundi, considerable diplomatic

and material re s o u rces have been

invested in designing a power-sharing

a r rangement that would be backed by a

significant South African security pre s-

ence. Meanwhile, in post-genocide

Rwanda, the hegemony of the minority

Tutsi is protected by a military estab-

lishment that can contend with much

larger neighbors. In these tragic coun-

tries, the state to nation path has been

b l o c ked by historical fears, while the

nation to state path is precluded by

unyielding opposition within Africa to

the re d rawing of post-colonial bord e r s .

The African country that has served as

the greatest crucible for attempts to con-

f i g u re state and nation is Nigeria. Niger-

ian scholars regularly debate the coun-

try’s unresolved “national question” and

the “decomposition” of the state.
1 3

N i g e-
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ria illustrates what has remained pro-

foundly paradoxical in much of the con-

tinent: the tenacity of the nation-state

ideal despite the profound failure to

realize it.
1 4

Olusegun Obasanjo, the for-

mer military ruler and now elected Pre s-

ident of Nigeria, provides a pertinent

anecdote. During an attempted coup

d ’état in April 1990, Obasanjo listened

intently to the radio broadcasts of the

putschists. The moment they declare d

their intention to excise the northern-

most states from the federation is when

he became convinced that their insur-

rection would fail.
1 5

C ra w f o rd Yo u n g

and Thomas Turner have similarly

pointed to the surprising strength of the

idea of a Zairian/Congolese nation

despite the disappearance of a viable

state over much of the territory.
1 6

Sam Nolutshungu wrestles with this

conundrum in his study of Chad, a

country that has known more years of

violent conflict than peace. He explore s

nuances he believes other analysts have

o v e r l o o ked. Nolutshungu suggests that

Robert Jackson and Carl Rosberg’s dis-

tinction between empirical and juridical

statehood in Africa fails to take account

of the powerful attachment within

African societies to the idea of the

nation-state. He refers to “the near

indestructibility of the idea of the post-

colonial state … even when there seemed

to be no limit to the disintegration of its

material organization and assets.”
1 7

Fo l-

lowing Nolutshungu, it seems that the

m o re disabled the African state, the more

tenacious the commitment to re s t o re it.

Similarly, the more illusory the idea of

the nation, the more firmly it is pro-

claimed. “T h e re seemed to be no argu-

ment of experience, of failure and

bloody disintegration, [that] could chal-

lenge the presumption that the state that

had once decreed to exist, ought to con-

tinue to exist.”
1 8

This “ought” for Nolut-

shungu is not just the normative standard

of the international system of states, or of

continental organizations such as the

Organization of African Unity (now

African Union), or an aspect of the self-

serving ideology of political and bure a u-

c ratic elites. The attachment to nation

and state, he argues, is steadily “re p r o-

duced in the consciousness of the new

g e n e rations. For that reason, the inca-

pacitation and disintegration of the state

pointed inexorably to its actual or

attempted re c o n s t i t u t i o n . ”
1 9

One unfortunate consequence of this

p a radox is that many African states have

been unable to overcome their weak

o p e rational capacity. Jeffrey Herbst has

d e m o n s t rated the difficulty of state con-

solidation because of the inauspicious

design of African territories and diverse

d e m o g raphic patterns.
2 0

However odd

the physical configuration of African

countries—such as Gambia’s location

along the banks of a river inside Senegal—

they are treated as if divinely ord a i n e d ,

untouchable by human hands. It took a

long war to carve out the state of Eritre a

from Ethiopia. A subsequent war

between these two countries in 1998,

g reater in ferocity and in the number of

casualties than any other between two
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African states, has re i n f o rced the

unwillingness to tamper with the

nation-state ideal established by colo-

nialism and sanctioned by anti-colo-

nialism. Cra w f o rd Young has pointed

out how few rebellious movements in

Africa are secessionist in nature, or even

demand a major reconfiguring of the

national territory.
2 1

Even in Sudan, the

main rebel movement—the Sudan Pe o-

ple’s Liberation Army—has only re l u c-

tantly admitted autonomy and indepen-

dence as goals of its long struggle along-

side its persistent demand for changes

in the national government in Khar-

toum and its Islamist policies.
2 2

Divergent Trajectories. What are

the factors that determine relative suc-

cesses and failures in building nations

and states in Africa? Three factors stand

out: the political articulation of ethnici-

ty, the nature of governance, and the

re p resentative character of political insti-

tutions. Botswana has set the standard

within Africa for national harmony,

effective governance, and democra t i c

institutions. In Botswana, successful

management of the economy can also be

added to this list. A great advantage

enjoyed by Botswana is the existence of

c u l t u ral groups that share common

s t r u c t u res and practices. These groups

essentially constitute “an ethnic core ”

that, according to Anthony Smith, pro-

vides the firmest base for constructing a

n a t i o n - s t a t e .
2 3

Although Tanzania has

been much less successful in its econom-

ic pursuits, it has cohered as a nation

despite its ethnic pluralism. Among the

contributing factors to civil peace have

been the social-democratic ideology of

its single party and the benign rule of

philosopher-politician, Julius Nyere re .

N y e re re’s successors have been similarly

m o d e rate leaders. However, high levels

of corruption and a persistently poor

economic model have impeded the

emergence of a developmental state.

M o reover, the increasing provocation of

inter-ethnic tensions for political gain,

and the falsification of election results in

2000 to maintain control of the island

territory of Zanzibar, are tendencies that

could fray Tanzania’s fragile achieve-

ments as a nation and state.
2 4

Côte d’Ivoire provides a striking

example of how the building or dis-

mantling of nations and states depends

critically on how a country is governed.

During the early post-colonial

decades, this West African country was

noted for its political stability and eco-

nomic growth. President Houphouët-

Boigny, the dominant political leader

for over four decades, adopted an

accommodative approach to various

sectional groups, including large

i m m i g rant communities from neigh-

boring countries, especially Burkina

Faso. Despite Côte d’Ivoire’s weak eco-

nomic performance during the 1980s,

this personalist regime fended off crit-

icism from outside, notably from the

French government of François Mit-

t e rand, and at home from pro-

d e m o c racy activists whose confronta-

tions with the government gre w

i n c reasingly violent.
2 5

Today, nine

years after Houphouët-Boigny’s death

in December 1993, the key institutions

of the Ivoirian state, including the

armed forces, are fra c t u red. The

Ivoirian nation has also split along

religious, regional and ethnic lines

primarily as a result of the xenophobic

campaigns of Houphouët-Boigny’s

political successors.

Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire’s eastern neigh-

bor, has followed a different path. After
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the overthrow of independence leader,

Kwame Nkrumah, in 1966, the country

experienced fifteen years of alternating

military and civilian governments. Fr o m

the end of 1981, Jerry Rawlings oversaw

two decades of regime continuity despite

many institutional changes, first as head

of a military regime until 1992, and then

as President of an emergent democra c y

until 2000. Although Rawlings

belonged to a minority ethnic group, the

Ewe, he successfully crafted multi-ethnic

support for his military regime and then

his party, the National Democra t i c

C o n g ress. In brief, the Rawlings era ,

despite its fierce political struggles, cul-

minated in a Ghana that boasted a re v i-

talized state, disciplined security forc e s ,

constitutional institutions, and re l a t i v e

national harmony. Assuming progre s s

can be made in overcoming the coun-

try’s economic weaknesses, and re n t -

seeking behavior is kept in check, Ghana

can celebrate its fiftieth anniversary in

2007 as a coherent nation and state.
2 6

Lastly, with its long experience with

re p resentative institutions, Senegal has

enabled its citizens to successfully navi-

gate the transition from single-party rule

to multi-party democracy. Although the

country still contends with a protra c t e d

rebellion in the southern Casamance

region, the Senegalese nation has

enjoyed considerable coherence and

continuity. Among the contributing fac-

tors are the lingua franca provided by the

Wolof language and the support provided

by Islamic sufi orders to secular state

authority. The post-colonial history of

Senegal has been marked by the vigorous

resistance of its long-serving government

l eaders, President Léopold Sédar Seng-

hor and his successor, Abdou Diouf, to

challenges to their political hegemony,

while incrementally permitting gre a t e r

scope for civic and political fre e d o m s .

When the transfer of power to the main

opposition party led by Abdoulaye Wa d e

finally occurred in 2000, the peaceful

n a t u re of this transition mirrored that

of Ghana, simultaneously stre n g t h e n i n g

the state and nation.

Transforming Nationalism via
Republicanism. One of the main

lessons suggested by this survey coincides

with a set of arguments advanced by Jür-

gen Habermas.
2 7

Habermas emphasizes

the importance of the constitutional

state, of republicanism and citizenship

rights, in fostering a nation that tra n-

scends cultural identities. It is these

i n g redients of modern states that re n d e r

them both “self-re s t raining” and tra n s-

formative of social re l a t i o n s .
2 8

Fo r

Habermas, a nation mainly conceived in

terms of sentiment, history, and culture

risks being re g a rded as an imposition by

minority sections of the population.

Behind the “façade of cultural homo-

geneity” could lurk “the oppre s s i v e

maintenance of a hegemonic majority

c u l t u re . ”
2 9

By contrast, a defining char-

acteristic of the constitutional state is the

fostering of a nation that substitutes

“the universalism of an egalitarian legal

community” for “the particularism of a

cultural community bound together by

origin and fate.”
30

In Habermas’ for-

mulation, the constitutional state even-

tually transforms the nationalism that

“was originally the vehicle for its suc-

c e s s . ”
3 1

The path of re p u b l i c a n i s m ,

human rights, and democracy yields “a

cosmopolitan understanding of the

nation over and against an ethnocen-

tric interpretation of the nation as a

pre-political entity.”
32

Habermas’ arguments are worth citing

at length because they run so counter to

Winter/Spring 2003 [ 1 7 ]

J O S E P H State of the Nation



those increasingly prominent in African

political and intellectual circles. Pr o-

found disappointments with state and

nation have shifted the focus of debate

t o w a rds an ethnic model of political

authority. In his classic formulation,

Peter Ekeh distinguished two publics in

Africa, one civic and the other primor-

dial or communal.
3 3

The civic public

derives historically from the colonial

authority and lacks normative force. The

communal public persists alongside the

civic and is invested with moral authori-

ty drawn from traditional structures and

p ractices. In his recent writings, Eke h

has virtually abandoned hope that the

national constitutional state proposed by

Habermas would be realized in Nige-

ria. Instead, he contends that Nigerian

ethnic communities should assume

civic and constitutional re s p o n s i b i l i-

ties themselves.
3 4

A c c o rding to the sce-

nario Ekeh outlines, political authori-

ty would devolve, to the greatest extent

possible, from national to sub-nation-

al entities. The promotion of sub-

national identities as the basis for the

re c o n f i g u ration of state and nation in

Nigeria—an idea that is vigorously con-

tested by the central government—has

assumed a malignant form in the eth-

nic militias that have arisen in parts of

the country.
3 5

A quarter-century after Ekeh intro-

duced his “two publics” formulation, the

c o n t rast has deepened between ethnic

and civic conceptions of citizenship.
3 6

R i c h a rd Sklar has described the pre s e n c e

of two “co-existing sources of legitimate

political authority” in Africa—one based

on the sovereign state and the other on

t raditional orders—as a major African

contribution to constitutional govern-

m e n t .
3 7

An important distinguishing fea-

t u re among African polities is whether

republicanism, constitutionalism, and

citizenship rights as defined by Habermas

have been deepened or eroded. Siad

B a r re in Somalia adopted divisive clan

politics to defend his authoritarian

regime after an early period of both

effective and inclusive governance. Juvé-

nal Habyarimana in Rwanda re s p o n d e d

to an emergent trans-ethnic civil society

by fostering Hutu xenophobia in his bid

to overcome democratic challengers at

home and Tutsi insurgents on the

p e r i p h e r y .
3 8

Houphouët-Boigny’s suc-

cessors abrogated the citizenship rights of

members of the large immigrant com-

munities, and deformed state institu-

tions, such as the judiciary and armed

f o rces, in their struggle to retain or cap-

t u re power.
3 9

In the case of Kenya,

human rights activist, Gitobu Imanyara ,

states that “it is a miracle that we have

come this far without disintegra t i n g ”

after, in the words of Bill Berkeley, the

d e l i b e rate fostering “of ethnicity as an

instrument of tyranny” under Pre s i d e n t

Daniel arap Moi.
4 0

If this review is extended to other

countries, such as Benin, Mali, South

Africa, and Zimbabwe, it would demon-

s t rate that republican institutionalism

has proven to be the most re w a rding tra-

jectory for Africa’s “unfinished” nations

and states.
4 1

Government leaders in
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Senegal and Ghana manipulated state

institutions to thwart the political oppo-

sition, but they re f rained from wholly

undermining these institutions there b y

facilitating the consolidation of state and

nation. The situation in Uganda, by

co n t rast, remains uncertain because the

personalist and increasingly autocra t i c

rule of Yoweri Museveni has stymied

the emergence of a constitutional state.

It is there f o re not simply the hegemony

of western political ideologies but

Africa’s experiential re c o rd that sus-

tains the claim that the republican and

constitutional path is the most effica-

cious for fostering coherent nations

and states. This observation re i n f o rc e s

the desirability of engaging political

actors and communities through open

and democratic processes.
4 2

Although there are a multiplicity of

nation-state trajectories that have been

tried in Africa, the greatest political

p r o g ress has occurred in countries that

pursued a “more abstract level of social

i n t e g ration in terms of the legal imple-

mentation of democratic citizenship.”
4 3

In an earlier study, I re m a r ked that “the

f a i l u re to establish a stable democra t i c

political order...has deepened Nigeria’s

p redicament as a state and aspira n t

nation," a contention that applied to

s e v e ral other African countries.
4 4

T h e

state-nations that appear to point the

way to a less turbulent future are those

in which the authority of the sovere i g n

state increasingly rests on an edifice of

constitutional rights and privileges

accessible to all citizens. In a continent

in which conflict and misrule are ever

p revalent, greater attention should be

devoted to learning how the pre c a r i o u s

processes of nation and state-building

can be simultaneously fostered through

the entrenchment of a democra t i c

political ord e r .
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