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Abstract 

This study attempts to explore the developments of republicanism (or the 
republican system of government) in Nigeria. The work then tries to 
demonstrate that Nigerian has had the experience of "Three Republics" 
since October 1, 1963 and that what was begun on May 29, 1999 with the 
inauguration of Olusegun Obasanjo as President is the Third Republic and 
not the "Fourth Republic" as erroneously held in some quarters. The study 
analyzes the etymological and historical antecedents of "Republic" 
especially with specific reference to France, which provides a model for the 
development of Republicanism. Finally, the paper concludes that the 
unbroken years of military tyranny and hegemony could not stand as a third 
Republic since it was flawed by its lack of overwhelming popular mandate. It 
further suggests the need for restructuring. 

Introduction 
On May 29, 3999, Olusegun Obasanjo was sworn in as the president and commander-in-chief of 

Nigeria. Since then there has been the speculation that his swearing in inaugurated what this school of 
thought refers to as the "Fourth Republic'1. The punch editorial of 29th May 2003 stated: 

Exactly four years ago when the nation was relieved of the trauma of military dictatorship... 
President Olusegun Obasanjo had predicated the take-off of the Fourth Republic on certain noble 
ideas. 

Some Nigerian citizens also believe in the "Fourth Republic" fallacy. Chief Oke (2000:25). 

...had represented Ilaje/Ese-Odo Federal Constituency in the Federal Representatives during the third 
republic (sic) 1992-1993. 

Some even went to the ridiculous extent of identifying May 29, 2003 when Obasanjo was sworn in 
for a second term as the birth of the "Fifth Republic". Thus Kunle Oderemi (2003) opines: 

Below are some of the areas of challenges to his administration and those of the 36 governors in the 
Fifth Republic. _ 

However, it is the argument of this paper that what was launched on May 29, 1999 was the Third 
Republic and not the Fourth Republic. And the argument shall be buttressed with evidence from etymology 
and history. The former will involve an examination of the etymology of "Republic" while the latter will look 
at the historical development of republicanism especially in France which provides the model for the 
characterization of republics. Although Nigeria initially copied the British system. For it is the country that 
has got First, Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth Republics respectively. So the French experience will help to 
illuminate our own discourse. Then we shall proceed to provide evidence to support the argument that 
what begun on May 29, 1999 was the Third Republic. 
 
 
The Etymological and Historical Background 

The word "Republic" is derivable from the Latin word res public, which literally means "Public 
thing" or "public property". So a Republic therefore, is used to refer to a polity, which is "owed" by the 
people or citizenry. So in Republic sovereignty resides in the people as distinct from a Monarchy where 
sovereignty resides in the person of the ruler. This was the general trend before the emergence of 
constitutional monarchies. Hence Ehrenberg infers; "hence our word republic, which would imply that res 
public is only the free, the unmonarchical state". He further elaborates;  

However, as a fixed and separate expression, res public was something more than the populus 
Romanus, It was more than a community, because it was every matter and the whole matter that 



concerned the community. [Ehrenberg 1974; 111] 

So a republic is a policy who.se head is elected by the people as the electorate or is elected by the 
representatives of the people in parliament. In either case, the head of such a state derives his power 
directly or indirectly from the people. And such a head is known as president. The president could be an 
executive president as the President of the United States of America or a titular or honorific president, as 
the president of Israel and the president of Nigeria in the First Republic. And of course, a republic is 
governed by a groundnorm of his laws known as the Constitution. The Constitution is approved by the 
people in a referendum or approved by the representatives of the people in a Constitutional Conference or 
Constituent Assembly. As usual, in either case, the people provide legitimacy for the Constitution.  

We shall come to the practice of republicanism. In this regard, France will provide us with the model. 
France provides the classic example of a country that has experienced the political birthpangs of several 
republics. France has, consequently, gone through the process of the First, Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth 
Republics respectively. An examination of the conditions that prevailed at the inception of a particular 
Republic will illuminate our own examination of Nigerian experience. The First. French Republic began 
after the deposition of Louis XVI on September 1, 1792. The National Convention, which had just been 
elected, accomplished this deed. So by the law of the National  
Convention. 

The era of the venerable French monarchy came to an end. The state, which had symbolized royal 
absolutism in Europe, was now a republic (Gershoy 1964:228) 

And Charles de Gaulle also reminds us: 

It was at a time when it had to reform or be shattered that our people first had recourse to the 
Republic. Until then, down the centuries, the old regime had achieved the unity and maintained the 
integrity of France... it was then in the midst of national turmoil and of foreign war-that the 
Republic - appeared. It was the sovereignty of the people, the call of liberty, the hope of justice. That 
is what it was to remain through all the restless vicissitudes of its history... 

Thus emerged the First Republic in French history through "the sovereignty of the people" as expressed by 
their representatives in the National Convention. The First Republic endured until November 10, 1799 
when "... the army, through its great chief (i.e. Napoleon Bonaparte) interfered and swept the Republic 
and the Jacobins out of France". For, as Leo Gershoy (1964:347) further  
elaborates, 

Bonaparte now addressed his men, his composure, regained. Assured of their loyalty, he gave the 
order to his officers to clear the hall of the Five Hundred. Led by Murat and Leclerc, the grenadiers 
invaded the Orangerie, where the session was being held, and in a few moments all was over. The 
deputies fled before the troops, pouring heller-skelter through the windows into sheltering woods. 
The plot was consummated,1 not peacefully and constitutionally as the plotters had wished but by 
the force of arms. 

Thus the First Republic came to grief and was replaced by "the rule of a military adventurer. 
And "this military adventurer"-Napoleon-was to rule France first as first consul and later as emperor when 
he so crowned himself in 1804. As first consul and emperor, Napoleon "made all the decisions and ran the 
state. The regime did not openly represent anybody... (Palmer and Colton 1995:206), The fall of Napoleon 
in 1815 was-followed by the reinstatement of the monarchy, which lasted until February 14, 1848 when 
revolution swept away the July Monarchy of Louis Philipe and proclaimed the Second Republic. The 
collapse of the July Monarchy was to signal the birth of the Second Republic. The Second Republic began 
thus: 

In France, after the June Days, (he Constituent Assembly... set about drafting a republican 
constitution. It was declared... to create a strong executive power in the hands of a president to be 
elected by universal male -suffrage.-. He (Louis -Napoleon-Bonaparte) was, however, elected by an 
avalanche of votes in December 1848, receiving over 5,400,000 to only 1,500,000 for Cayaignac, 
370,000 for Ledru-Rollin and a mere 18,000 for Lamartine (Palmer and Colton 1995:505). 

Thus was inaugurated the Second Republic, which was to last from 1848 to 1852, with Louis 
Napoleon as President of the republic, by an overwhelming and indubitable popular mandate. Ironically, it 
was the greatest beneficiary of their Second Republic, Louis Napoleon, who caused the demise of the same 



republic. Let us hear how he did it: 

He put his lieutenants in as ministers of war and of the interior, thus controlling the army, the 
bureaucracy, and the police. On December 2, 1851, the anniversary of Austeriitz, he sprang his coup 
d'etal. Placards appeared all over Paris. They declared the Assembly dissolved... When members of 
the Assembly tried to meet, they were attacked dispersed, or arrested by soldiers. The country did 
not submit without fighting. One hundred and fifty persons were killed in Pan's, and throughout 
France probably 100,000 were put under arrest. But on December 20, the voters elected Louis 
Napoleon president for a term often years, by a vote officially stated as 7,439, 216 to 646, 737. A 
year later the new Bonaparte proclaimed the empire of the French (Palmer and Colton 1995:507). 

With that proclamation, Napoleon consigned the Second Republic to history and established the 
Second Empire, which lasted from 1852 to 1870. 

The Third Republic succeeded the Second Empire. The Third Republic as it has become common in 
French history resulted from national catastrophe. As R.R. Palmer and Joel Colton aptly observes, "The 
Third Republic was born in an atmosphere of class hate and social terror  These conditions resulted 
from the defeat of France by Prussia in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71   The political consequence 
of the war for France was thus: 

Bismarck, insisting that only a properly constituted government could make peace, permitted the 
election, by universal suffrage, of a National Assembly, which was to consider his peace terms and 
draft a constitution for the new French State. 

The efforts to "draft a constitution" resulted in the passage of "a series of constitutional laws, 
determined more by practical than the theoretical considerations (Cobban 1975:18). These 
"constitutional laws" made provision for a president, a parliament in two chambers, and a council of 
ministers, or cabinet, headed by a premier. It was the National Assembly resulting from the election 
sanctioned by Bismarck that proclaimed the birth of the Third Republic. And it has to be remembered that 
the National Assembly was elected on the basis of universal male suffrage. So in essence all organs of 
government derived their legitimacy directly or indirectly from the people. And these institutions of 
government were the presidency, the premiership and the legislature.  

The Third Republic survived until 1940 when yet another national catastrophe occasioned its death. 
And this was the military humiliation suffered by France in the hands of Nazi Germany, which forced it to 
sign an armistice with Nazi Germany on June 22, 1940, As a result of the armistice. 

The Germans occupied France itself in northern two thirds. The Third Republic, its capital now at 
Vichy in the unoccupied southern third, was transformed by vote of a confused and stunned 
parliament into an authoritarian regime headed by the eighty-four-year-old Marshal Petain and the 
cynical and unscrupulous Pierre Laval. The republic was dead: the very slogan Liberty, Equality, 
Fraternity was banned from official use (Palmer andColton 1995:544). 

The Vichy Regime 1940-1944 and the latter by the Provisional Government 1944-1946 succeeded 
the Third Republic. The liberation of France by the Allied Forces in 1944 was followed by the establishment 
of the Provisional Government under the leadership of Charles de Gaulle. De Gaulle later resigned when other 
members of the Provisional Government would not accede to his desires for a presidential executive. It was 
the Provisional Government that conducted election for a Constituent Assembly. The Constituent Assembly 
proceeded to draft a new Constitution, which was put to a referendum in October 1946. The Constitution 
was approved by nine million votes to eight million. The Constitution provided that the presidency was only 
ceremonial and premier and cabinet were responsible to an all-powerful legislature. Thus on December 24, 
1946, the Fourth Republic came into being. The first honorific president was Vincent Auriol.  
The Fourth Republic was to last from 1946 to 1958. But this Fourth Republic-paralyzed by the impotence 
of the state and subject to political intrigue lasted only twelve years (Sablier 1975:65). The Fourth Republic 
entered its death throes by "the strain of trying to preserve the old French colonial empire". More 
specifically it was the rebellion of the French army in Algeria, which was a demonstration of its 
determination to keep Algeria French and the inability of the Government to adequately address the crisis 
that brought down the Fourth Republic. The political paralysis infecting the Republic had become so 
pervasive that even the honorific president, Rene Coty had to make "an official appeal to General de 
Gaulle, 'the greatest of all Frenchmen" to come to the rescue of the French nation. Cory was only 



reflecting popular opinion. {Sabier 1975:63) 
So on June 2, 1958, the National Assembly (Parliament) did the expected by investing de Gaulle 

as premier, giving him emergency powers for six months and the authority to prepare a new constitution. 
Thus was sounded the funeral knell of the Fourth Republic. The six months period was used to write a new 
constitution. The Constitution was then put to a vote in a popular referendum on September 4, 1958. it was 
approved by a majority of about 80 percent of the voters. De Gaulle was also elected as president. The 
constitution made "the presidency., the fulcrum of power in the Fifth Republic (Palmer and Colton). For the 
president was responsible for naming the prime minister, had the right to dissolve the National Assembly, 
ask for new elections submit important issues to popular referenda and assume emergency powers. The 
president was also recognized as the final authority in foreign affairs and national defence. Thus was born 
the Fifth Republic clothed in the essential paraphernalia of republican constitutionism. 

The Nigerian Experience 
We have in the preceding pages examined the historical development of republicanism in France. 

We showed the circumstances that led to the emergence of each republic, and it was demonstrated that 
the birth of each republic flowed from the mandate of the people given directly in an election or referendum 
or indirectly through their elected representatives in parliament. This means that each of the republic was 
established on popular legitimacy. 

We shall now proceed to examine the Nigerian experience to discover how the emergence of each 
republic fits into the criteria established by the French. Nigeria became independent as an independent 
State on October 1, 1960 as a dominion within the Commonwealth. This meant the Queen of England, 
Elizabeth II, was the head of State. She was, however, represented by the governor general who was 
appointed on the advice of the prime minister. So the governor general was the functional head of State of 
Nigeria. So Nigeria remained a dominium until September 30, 1963. But political developments were to 
increase the momentum for a change in the political status of Nigeria. The development that accelerated 
the march to the First Republic was the judgment of the Judiciary Committee of the Privy Council sitting in 
London on the case of the premiership tussle between Dauda S. Adegbenro and Samuel L. Akintola. 
According to Ostheimer (1973:51). 

At the urging of Awolowo's supporters however, the Privy Council's Judiciary Committee 
considered the dispute and reversed the Nigeria Supreme Court's decision in May, 1963. Though 
Awolowo's supporters were heartened by this outcome, it was ignored by the federal government, 
and resulted in one of the significant constitutional changes that was to . follow. 

To this end, the Prime Minister, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, summoned a national conference of 
politicians to fashion out a new constitution that was to give birth to the First Republic. It was this 
Constitution that was approved by the Federal Parliament that came into effect on October 1, 1963. The 
Constitution provided for an honorific president who was to be elected indirectly by the representatives of 
the people in Parliament. Trie Constitution then increased the power of the Council of Ministers, which was 
to be led by the prime minister. The Constitution also formally included provision for the abolition of final 
appeals to the Privy Council in London. The First Republic, which began on October 1, 1963, survived until 
the early houses of January 15, 1966 when it fell victim to a coup d' etat. Thus emerged military junta that 
was to last until September 30, 1979. 
The birth pangs of the Second Republic began with the inauguration of the Constitutional Drafting 
Committee (CDC) under the chairmanship of Frederick Rotimi Alade Williams. The Committee was 
composed of 49 members. It was originally made up of 50 members but Obafemi Awolowo declined to 
serve on the Committee because of the unorthodox manner his membership was announced. It was this 
Committee that produced the Constitution that became the organic law of the Second Republic. The 
Constitution provided for a popularly elected executed president and a bi-cameral National Assembly: the 
Senate and the House of Representatives. The members of the National Assembly were also popularly 
elected. The Constitution also gave the vote to women in the North for the first time in Nigeria's history. 

It was this constitution that provided the basis for the elections to the presidency and into the 
National Assembly respectively by the Federal Electoral Commission (FEDECO), which was also a creation 
of the Constitution. The president was thus elected on the basis of Universal Adult Suffrage. It was this 
president, Shehu Shagari, that was sworn in on October 1, 1979 as the first executive president of the 
Second Republic of Nigeria. The president was, therefore, the repository of the mandate of the people. 
And this rhymes well the developments of republicanism in France as we have demonstrated. 



But Nigerian politicians, like the Bourbons of France, seemed to have learnt nothing and forgotten 
nothing. So like in 1966, their electoral malfeasance in 1983 precipitated the collapse of the Second Republic. 
This happened on December 31, 1983 when once more the military sacked the civilian government of the 
Second Republic. Thus came to pass the Second Republic and the birth of yet another military regime led by 
Muhammed Buhari. 

Buhari's military dictatorship lasted from January 1, 1984 to August 1985 when he was in turn 
removed from office in a place coup executed by Ibrahim Babangida who ran his own military dictatorship 
until August 1993. It has to be noted that along the line, Babangida declared himself military president 
instead of the conventional military head of State. But that act did not detract from the fact that the source of 
his power was "the barrel of the gun". As a result of the political crisis that his annulment of the June 12, 
1993, presidential election had engendered, Babangida was forced to step aside. But before he did so, he 
anointed Ernest Shonekan as the head of an Interim National Government that was later declared illegal by a 
Lagos High Court. But declared illegal or not, the fact of the matter was that Shonekan's Interim Government 
was appointed by Babangida who did not have the mandate of the Nigerian people. So, ipso facto, the 
Shonekan's Interim Government also lacked constitutional legitimacy as it did not emerge from the general 
will of the people. And it has to be remembered that 1986 to 1993 formed the period of the transition 
programme to democracy of the regime of Babangida (Mundt and Aborishade 2000:701). 

It was this transition programme to democracy that Babangida himself aborted when he annulled 
the June 12, 1993, presidential election on June 23 1993. The unofficial results of the election showed 
that M.K.O. Abiola won the election. But he was not declared the winner not to talk of his being sworn in 
as president of Nigeria. Had Abiola been sworri in as president then his inauguration would have heralded 
the birth of the Third Republic. But that was not to be. 
Rather, he set up the Interim National Government as we have already noted. It was this illegitimate Interim 
National-Government that Sani Abacha ousted in a coup in November 1993 without being allowed to 
perform its primary assignment according to the decree establishing it: the conduct of a fresh presidential 
election. Abacha then launched his own military dictatorship which lasted until June 8, 1998, when the 
expired in indemnifying circumstances. The baton of military dictatorship then passed on to Abdulsalam 
Ababakr who stayed on until May 29, 1999 when he handed over the reins of political power to Olusegun 
Obasanjo who had earlier won the presidential election. Obasanjo came to office borne on the wings of the 
people's mandate as the declared winner of the presidential election which was conducted according to the 
provisions of the 1999 Constitution as promulgated by the government of Abubakar. And it is that 
Constitution that is still in use at the time of writing this piece. 

So it is evident that what was launched when Obasanjo was sworn in on May 29, 1999, is the Third 
Republic and not the Fourth as canvassed by some as earlier indicated. As we have demonstrated, 
from December 31 1983 to may 1999, Nigeria went through the experience of successive military and 
unrepresentative regimes which, therefore, did not reflect the will of the people. These regimes did not 
have the mandate of the people and so it is not possible to have had a "Third Republic" in the sea of military 
dictatorship. So it is constitutional aberration to talk of a "Third Republic" as canvassed by some members 
of Oil Producing Communities and Association of Ondo State (OPCAS): "Chief Oke had represented 
liaje/Ese-Odo Federal Constituency in the Federal House of Representatives during the third republic (sic) 
1992-1993". 

But this claim, as we have already shown,-files in the face of the argument we have made. And we 
shall also present representative views that lend credence to our thesis. Gani Fawehinmi, (2000:34) a 
constitutional lawyer opine: 

It (i.e. Police Act Cap.359 Laws of the federation of Nigeria) was with us during last 16 (sixteen) 
years of military government (post-Shagari regime). 

Segun Osoba who was governor of Ogun State during Babangida's transition programme also 

Secondly in 1992, the 1999 Constitution was not known to me, in fact, I ruled them (the people of 
Ogun State) by decrees. The government 1 headed then was under diarchy because we had a military 
president he was not constitutional (Osoba 2001:56). 

In conclusion the Economist (2000) of London states: "His (i.e. Obasanjo's) election brought 15 
years of military rule to an end. Even the existence of some institutions like the National Assembly that 
lasted from 1992 to 1993 were no more than cosmetic. The National Assembly was just part of the 

states: 



transition programme. For it was not really meant to be taken seriously. That explains its political and 
constitutional impotence when Babangida annulled the June 12, 1993, presidential election. Babangida 
behaved as though the National Assembly did not exist thereby exposing its irrelevance. What happened 
was, therefore, akin to the experience of Brazil during its own era of military dictatorship: 

The Brazilian touch to the dictatorship was the decision to keep Congress open and functioning, 
albeit purged from its more vocal elements... The result was a farcical political system in which 
the paraphernalia of representation was in place without its substance (Carvalto 2000:14). 

We have demonstrated that from December 31 1983 to May 1999 there were "unbroken years of 
military tyranny/hegemony" in which constitutional republicanism could not thrive and so there could 
have been no "Third Republic". So what came into being on May 29, 1999 was, indeed, the historical Third 
Republic. 
Federalism in Nigeria: Issues of Political Concerns 

The Nigerian federation has been enmeshed in contradictions, controversies and crises. These are 
subsumed in the national question, national unity, local autonomy and self-determination, equitable 
distribution of revenue, rewards, opportunities and power. They also include the observation and 
implementation of fundamental human rights, among which are the rights of franchise and empowerment, 
and socio-economic rights to basic needs satisfaction, sustainable environment and life. 

The religious question relates to the link between the Nigerian state and religion, the attitude of the 
assumed secular state and recurring ethno-religious intolerance, shown in persistent inter-ethno-religious 
violence in the Northern States, and the imperative of an1 articulate national agenda to foster peaceful 
co-existence of different communal groups. These concerns engender the need for political structuring of 
the Nigerian state to include divergent interests and groups. However, there is an extreme group that sees 
the Nigerian federal system as unworkable. It canvasses the dissolution of the union to avoid greater 
conflict. • 

But that extreme position is not the solution. The only solution is the convocation of a National 
Conference. Osaghae (1995) argues that the national conference would discuss the majority domination and 
oppression of minorities, the secularity of the state, the prevalence of religious fundamentalism, power 
sharing, resource allocation, and distributive justice. Osaghae continues: 

Such a conference is justified on the grounds that a federal union is a voluntary union and that the 
Nigerian federation as it presently exists is an anomaly because the various groups were not being 
allowed to decide whether they want to continue to belong to it or not, since the British 'forced' 
them Into union in 1914 (1995). 

The convocation of a national dialogue is aimed at redefining the Nigerian state. There has been a 
severe debate on the viability of a national conference and the modalities for its convocation. The discourse 
on the forms of restructuring is linked to the political question of who restructures. Is the Nigerian state 
capable of the restructuring process or should we rely on independent organizations and groups outside the 
state? It is the opinion of the authors that the convergence of multiple interests and identities of ethnic, class, 
professional, civil society organizations, organized labour, business and industrial class and peasants would 
suffice. It is noteworthy that the Nigerian state had responded to the prevailing centrifugal forces through 
constitutional amendment plans. However, this project on constitutional reforms is not exhaustive and will 
not likely deal with the fundamental issues and structural distortions. 

The persistent reluctance of political leaders of the Nigerian State to accede to a national debate 
has compelled the civil society to organize platforms to discuss issues and prescribe measures to rebuild 
the federation. The recurring ethno-religious and political conflicts continually draw attention to the 
imperatives of a national discourse to redraw the Nigerian State with a view to achieving equitable 
relations of the federating units and genuine reconciliation. 
Conclusion 

In the preceding pages we have attempted to survey the etymological and historical 
antecedents of the world "republic" and republicanism. This approach we believe has helped to prepare 
the mind of the reader for a better understanding of the discourse. We have not only x-rayed the etymology 
of republic, we have also used France to provide the model for the development of republicanism. This is 
obvious because it is France that has shown the way in the serialization of republics. And the French 



example showed that each republic was founded on the general will of the people as expressed by them 
directly or indirectly through their representatives in parliament (national assembly). 

Using the French model as a guide, the paper then examined the development of 
republicanism in Nigeria. We were able to locate the First Republic between October 3, 1963 and January 
14, 1966. The we demonstrated that the Second Republic existed between October 1, 1979 and December 
31, 1983. Most important for the thesis of this paper, we vigorously canvassed the view that what was 
begun on May 29, 1999 was not the birth of the Fourth as held by some school of thought but that of the 
Third Republic. And proffering evidence, which shows that December 31, 1983 and May 29, 1999 were 
characterized by "almost 16 years of unbroken dictatorship that was largely brutal, reckless and corrupt",' 
did this. And there was no way constitutional republicanism could have survived in such a hostile political 
milieu. Therefore, there could have been no Third Republic within that period. The paper, therefore, 
concluded that the swearing in of Obasanjo on May 29, 1999 heralded the birth of the Third Republic. It 
advocated the convocation of a sovereign national conference as a way to reconcile the ethno-religious 
class conflicts and divergent interests and groups that are intent on tearing the nation apart. 
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