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Abstract 

Nigeria has been in search of role models in political leadership since the 
fall of the First Republic in 1983. Leaders, according to psychologists, are 
role models. A role model is one others can look up to, copy his actions, 
behaviour, lifestyle and even mannerisms. Therefore, if a leader lacks good 
qualities, the effect is apt to spread automatically down to his followers. 
While the vast majority who are less discerning simply accept his actions as 
the norm to follow, the more critical ones may worry about it for a while 
and then settle the matter by assuring themselves that those in power are 
excluded from the normal rules and social behaviour. This certainly is the 
situation in Nigeria since the exit from the political landscape of such icons 
as Ahmadu Belio, Tafawa Belewa, Aniinu Kano, Obafemi Awolowo and 
Nnamdi Azikiwe. This paper argues that, life has become dreadful for 
millions of impoverished Nigerians Tor over 20 years since the fall of the 
First Republic, because corrupt, selfish, deceitful, fraudulent and old 
recycled leaders have been allowed to preside over the affairs of the country. 
It recommends that enlightened citizens should lead the way in the 
discovery of role models and create an enabling atmosphere for their 
emergence. If conscious effort is made to ensure that this is done, Nigeria 
should expect social, political and economic miracles. 

Introduction 
It will amount to overstating the obvious to remark that our present generation is one that is lost in 

the middle of nowhere; a generation in search of role models (leaders to follow), a generation desperate 
for values to aspire to. The youths of our generation are hungry for something to live and possibly die for. 
Unfortunately for them, for the past ten years or so, life has continually been a -dreadful exercise for 
millions of impoverished Nigerians as they watch helplessly and hopelessly corrupt leaders preside over 
the collapse of the country. It is so shameful and ironical that in a country endowed with bright, creative 
people and intellectuals who can hold their own in any part of the . globe, it is fraudsters and mediocres 
who run the affairs of the country. The situation in so bad that even men with good pedigree, men with 
morals and good character have buried their heads in the sand like the ostrich because they cannot play 
the dirty game with gangsters. The fact on ground today is that leadership has become so insensitive and 
callous to their primary assignment of taking care of the people, serving the people, and giving hope and 
succor to the people. Nothing really matters to them but their private, selfish interests. Morality has been 
thrown into the dustbin; honour has been dishonoured; justice has been left in the hands of those whose 
hearts are as cold as ice; truth has become a rarity; deceit is the order of the day, public utilities are in a 
horrific state of decay (Oputa, 2003; 64). 

In Nigeria today, a gap that may not be easily bridged has transformed into a permanent 
feature in the body polity. Consequently, a serious dearth of role models or political icons, which 
current and potential politicians could look up to, has come to stay 43 years after attaining political 
independence through the relentless efforts and sacrifice of men and women, who others wish they 
could be like. 

It is the problem of the dearth of role models in political leadership, which has constituted a 
serious bane to the development of Nigeria that this paper seeks to explore. To achieve our aim, we will 
first examine the meaning of the term 'role models'. This will be followed by an examination of the 
Nigerian experience. We will conclude by proffering solutions. 

The Concept of Role Models 

To our understanding, a role model is an example, a pattern, a paradigm to follow, a person worthy of 
emulation. When we relate this to politics, we are referring to political leaders who have carved a niche 
for themselves by being worthy in learning and character. For an individual to be worthy of the tag 
'role model', he must possess the following characteristics: 
1. He must be morally upright and God fearing. He must have clean hands and a good conscience. 

He has no skeleton in the cupboard. He is not a mere professor of moral values but a possessor. 



He is not a hypocrite who preaches one thing and does another. He is truthful, honest, sincere 
and disciplined. He gets his wealth through honest means. In short, he lives above board and has 
a good report among men. 

2. He is a servant of all, who sees his position as one of sacred trust of stewardship, subject to 
popular criticism and censorship (iwe, 1991; 17). To fit our gaze on the score board for a good 
leader, we must bring in Hubert Humphrey's famous words as a gadfly. He declares; 

The moral test of government is how it treats those who are in the dawn of 
life, the children; those who are in the twilight of life, the aged; and those 
who arc in the shadows of life - the sick, the needy and the handicapped 
(Cited in Njoku, 2002; 221). 

The summary of this is that the proof of good leadership is the ability to carry the people 
along by being able to meet their peculiar needs. So for one to be worth the title of a role model, he 
must be one who aspires to achieve the common good, what will promote the dignity of the human 
person and meaningful existence. He must be able to put up a relentless fight against the common 
enemies of mankind, which are: poverty, disease, insecurity, tyranny and war. When our leaders 
can supply good drinking water to the people, provide good schools and hospitals, provide food 
and shelter, provide security, when telephones are working, provide uninterrupted electricity, just 
to mention a few social requirements, they can be called role models, good leaders, and 
Nigeria's present problem of dearth of good leaders shall be a thing of the past.. To quote Imaralu: 

When all facets of our daily needs like good medical facilities, good 
schools, working telephones, fast and efficient postal services, constant 
electricity and water supply at all times are put in place and permanently 
available, the dream of good governance or good leadership has been 
achieved .. . .  (1999; 5). 

3. Another prominent characteristic of a role model is the possession of charisma. The word 
charismatic is used by Max Weber, a German sociologist of note, to refer to "that peculiar form 
of personal ascendancy which an individual may acquire in a particular society and" which 
confers an indisputable aura of legitimacy over all his acts" (Lloyd, 1994; 30). Such a position 
is often associated with military conquerors. Good cases in point are Alexander the Great, Julius 
Caesar and Napoleon Bonaparte. At times it is also associated with dictators. Good examples 
are Hitler, Mussoloni, Stalin, idi Arnin and Abacha. Yet, sometimes, it is associated with,  
political leaders such as Nelson Mandela, Kwame Nkrumah5 Julius Nyerere and back home in 
Nigeria, Obafemi Awolowo, Ahmadu Bello and Nnamdi Azikiwe (Uduigwomcn, 1999; 21). 

4. A final characteristic of a role model is vision. Our leaders are not focused because they lack 
vision. The Bible states that "where there is no vision, the people perish'1 (Proverbs 29:18). 
Vision means foresight. It is the ability to see ahead. Vision is the reason for living, the pathway 
to honour. It is a discovery of one's calling to lead and every leader with the calling to lead is 
expected to have an understanding of his vision with passion for his society, nation and 
humanity, since power is transient and it operates on the shifting sands of time. Today, the 
Americans cannot imagine an alternative to democracy. Their forefathers conceived the vision, 
went for it with all their vigour. The world is learning and benefiting from this vision. It is 
vision that brings tomorrow into the instance (Adegbarnigbe, 2002;! 6). It is saddening that most 
of our politicians aspiring for political positions do not have clear focus on how to handle the 
mantle of leadership in order to improve the welfare of the people. 

The characteristics highlighted above are the main features of a role model. The summary of it all is that, 
although membership of a political party depends on the identification with the values or manifestoes of 
the party in question, icons associated with political groups attract members to the groups concerned. 
Political icons are the embodiment of what the party represents. They are champions of what the 
average person wants from the government. In fact, they are often the key to victory for the political 
party. 

The Nigerian Experience 
In spite of the negative things said so far about leadership in Nigeria, it is gladdening to hear that 

Nigeria in the past had been blessed with political icons. These were men who fought to wrest power 
from the colonial masters and to lay a good foundation for the future political life of the nation. The first 
name worthy of mention, is the late Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir Ahmadu Bello. At the height of his fame, he 
could be described as synonymous with his political party, the Northern People’s Congress (NPC). 



Bello practically lived and breathed the vision he had for the Northern Region through the NPC. 
Today, despite (he intervening years since the assassination of Bello, the Premier of Northern Nigeria, 
relevance in the politics of the region still revolves around the name of his personification of 
commitment to communal good. 

This development was to be replicated by the two other dominant political parties namely, the 
Action Group (AG) and the National Council of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), in their respective areas of 
dominance. As with NPC in the North, the Yoruba looked up to Chief Obafemi Awolowo, while (he 
Igbo looked up to Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe,for inspiration. These political icons gave their respective ethnic 
groups a strong leadership, a rallying force, common vision, moderation, ethnic identity, and a common 
voice on national issues (Uwalaka, 2003:34; Igwe, 1992:275). This was almost the pattern during the 
Second Republic except that only the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) led by Awolowo and the Nigeria 
Peoples Party (NPP) led by Azikiwe, had this trait. The presence of either of them at a political event 
was enough guarantee that political faithful would besiege the venue. There was no need for financial 
inducement of members for them to identify with their political parties. Ironically, there was no one of 
the kind of stature that members of the then ruling National Party of Nigeria (NPN) could look up to 
as a role model at that time. 

The aborted Third Republic did not fare belter. The two political parties created by the 
military namely, the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and National Republican Convention (NRC), 
could not produce the likes of the Firs! Republic politicians. Financial inducement to secure the 
loyalty of party members became the rule. Shared values, the bedrock of association in politics, were 
thrown out through the window of the insidious politics of the period. The entry of Bashorun 
Moshood Ahiola into politics of the Third Republic as a major player did not significantly change the 
pattern of developments. Financial inducement became the established norm in securing party loyalty 
and that of the electorate during elections. Support for Abiola during the 1993 elections was 
essentially based on a love-for Abiola's person because of his philanthropic activities, unlike what 
obtained in the First and Second Republics. 

In the current dispensation, financial inducement, among other forms of patronages, is still a 
major element in securing and maintaining a strong supporters' base by leading politicians. The now 
openly discussed cases in Anambra and Oyo States indicate that party politics is controlled by those 
with financial muscle, the so-called political godfathers. A direct consequence of this is that there is 
apparent disregard for shared values by those who belong to the same political party. Even President 
Obasanjo with the aura surrounding his person does not really fit into this bill. A dearth of an 
embodiment of desired political values or champion of the electorate's desires is what currently 
obtains in Nigeria. This explains the current general apathy being shown by the average Nigerian to the 
things that concern the country. Currently, interest in politics is being propelled by a love for lucre, 
given (he activities of elected officials who carry on as if they are administering personal estates. 
However, a few cases like the National Conscience Party of Chief Gani Fawehinmi dot the landscape. 
But the establishment pattern of securing political allegiance is not in favour of personalities like 
Fawehinmi. For an objectionable culture that seems to have been entrenched through years of military 
rule, it may take some time before sanity returns to the Nigerian political landscape (Adedayo, 2003; 70) 

Recommendations and Conclusion 

A careful examination of the unfolding political development in Nigeria shows that good leadership is 
still a mirage, a mere illusion that may not be realized in the near future, unless there is a drastic change 
in our attitude to politics and in the handling of public affairs. We must realize that .before someone 
can realize his dreams, he must first wake up from his slumber. Similarly, for us to realize our dream of 
good leadership and hence good governance, we must first wake up lo the understanding that whoever 
controls the machinery of government also controls the affairs of the country. Consequently, efforts 
must be made to elect responsible and committed leaders info leadership positions. As a deterrent to 
others, past and present leaders found guilty of running down the country must be barred from holding 
any public office. Rigging of elections must be strongly discouraged. These must be backed up with 
legislation and stiff sanctions. 

The problem of Nigeria is not beyond remedy, Nigeria can change today if she discovers 
leaders who have the will, vision and ability. Although such people may be rare to find today, 
nevertheless, it is the duty of enlightened citizens to lead the way in their discovery and to create an 
atmosphere lo their emergence. If this conscious effort is made, bad leaders, like bad money will be 
driven out by good leaders. Nigeria is capable of rising to the challenge. The vast human and material 



resources with which she is endowed place on her a role in Africa which no other country in the 
continent can assume or fulfill. If by one man's character (ie General Murtala's), a people's social 
behaviour could experience a quantum change overnight, it shows that social miracles are still 
possible today, if our leaders can rise up to (heir-responsibility, and to the challenge of persona! 
example which are. the hallmarks of true leadership (Aehcbe, 1988; 1-2). 

In conclusion, it must be stated that the importance of people like Abraham Lincoln and 
Kennedy of USA, Mahalma Gandhi of India, Kwamc Nkrumah of Ghana, Julius Nycrcre of Tanzania, 
Nelson Mandela of South Africa, Aminu Kano, Ahmadu Bcllo, Tafawa Bclcwa, Obafcmi Awolowo 
and Azikiwc of Nigeria, is not that every politician today can be exactly like them for that would be an 
unrealistic expectation. But the undeniable fact which they underscore is that they were men of like 
passion as we arc. They lived and walked among us. They were not angels but were human beings 
with flesh and blood like us. Therefore, after (heir lofty example, anyone who reduces the high 
purpose of politics which they exemplified down lo a swinish scramble can hope to do that to his own 
peril (Aehcbe, 1983; 86), 
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