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Abstract 
 
This article analyses President Yar’Adua’s health crisis, defined 
not only in medical terms, but also the “cabalic” politicisation of 
his unconstitutional absence from duty, and the attendant 
unconstitutional efforts to sustain an absentee presidency. These 
efforts were sustained through lies, propaganda, threats and 
constant violations of the constitution, which refreshed the 
centrifugal tendencies of the country to a dizzying height. The 
article also evaluates the role of various actors in the 
management and mismanagement of the crisis. The case 
illuminates the complexity of democratic transitions, showing 
simultaneously the reality and limits of neopatrimonialism under a 
hybrid regime. The important lesson is that in the face of regime-
threatening development as the case illustrated here, a vibrant 
and united civil society can make a significant difference.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Despite the fact that the late Nigerian President Umaru Musa 
Yar’Adua assumed power through a highly discredited election 
amidst deep-seated legitimacy crisis, Nigerians still welcomed the 
regime with open arms and high expectations. This was possible 
for a number of reasons. First, the effervescence and 
efflorescence of social action that attended the garrisoned 
electoral process assured Nigerians of new opportunities for real 
regime change. Second, the rising profile of the judiciary as 
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probably the bastion of Nigeria’s democracy1 aided rising 
expectations. The judiciary made positive interventions in the 
face of transitional threatening executive recklessness, for 
instance, one that disqualified Alhaji Abubakar Atiku, then Vice-
President (VP) of Nigeria, from contesting the Presidency in 2007. 
In a widely celebrated landmark judgment, the Supreme Court 
overruled the illegal disqualification and restored Atiku”s rights to 
the presidency. The judiciary was, therefore, trust-worthy for 
being able to restore stolen mandates to their rightful owners. 
Third, Yar’Adua’s responses to the electoral and legitimacy deficit 
were somewhat positive. In his inaugural speech, Yar’Adua 
admitted that the election that brought him to power was deeply 
flawed and promised to reform the electoral process. He also 
declared rule of law as one of the cardinal elements of his 
administration. In a reassuring move, Yar’Adua quickly set up the 
Electoral Reform Committee (ERC), consisting of people of proven 
integrity across all walks of life, including Muhammed Uwais, a 
retired Chief Justice of Nigeria, as its chairman. Apart from 
promising to govern as a “servant leader”, he also declared 
transparency and accountability part of the cornerstones of his 
administration. In June 2007, after barely a month in office, 
Yar’Adua publicly declared his assets, becoming the first Nigerian 
President to do so. 
 
Between May 2007 and October 2009, these and related steps 
impacted the political landscape positively. Some of the attendant 
gains included stable legislative-executive relations, respect for 
the judiciary, the slow electoral reform process, and most 
importantly, the Niger Delta amnesty programme, which sought 
to find a lasting solution to the Niger Delta question. Underneath 
these achievements and despite Yar’Adua’s reputation as a gentle 
man and a democrat were underground/clandestine networks of 
individuals occupying formal and informal positions from which 
they influenced government activities. In Nigerian political 
lexicon, such networks are called “the cabal”, those who enjoyed 
                                                
1  Rotimi Suberu, “The Supreme Court and Federalism in Nigeria”, Journal of Modern African 

Studies, 46, 3 (2008): 451- 485; H. O. Yusuf, “The judiciary and political change in Africa: Developing 

transitional jurisprudence in Nigeria”, International Journal of Constitutional Law, 7, 4 (Oct 2009): 654-682. 
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not only the confidence of the President on crucial policy issues, 
but also his patronage to help build an extended network of 
loyalists. 
 
The stronghold of the cabal on Yar’Adua’s presidency soon began 
to manifest itself. For example, the trial of some ex-Governors 
and top government functionaries for alleged corruption was said 
to have been frustrated because they belonged to the cabal. A 
second prominent example was that of James Ibori, a former 
Governor of Delta state, 1999-2007, who enjoyed a sort of 
“presidential immunity” that shielded him from prosecution. This 
was despite overwhelming evidence against him at home and 
abroad2. However, the Yar’Adua health crisis, including its 
medical and political dimensions, exposed, more than anything 
else, the activities of the cabal. This article, therefore, deals with 
a situation whereby the President, the chief patron, was seriously 
ill and hospitalised. In his absence, the cabal was able to hold the 
country to ransom, holding tenaciously onto power and 
frustrating all attempts to invoke relevant constitutional 
provisions to deal with the matter for more than three months. 
 
This article argues that the handling of Yar’Adua’s health by the 
cabal suggests the weak institutionalisation of political power, 
which poses serious challenges to the consolidation of Nigerian 
democracy. The threats came from diverse sources from which 
the cabal drew its membership, including the military, raising 
again critical questions about the state of civil-military relations in 
Nigeria; the National Assembly (NA), the Federal Executive 
Council (FEC), the ruling People”s Democratic Party (PDP); the 
Governors” Forum (GF), the Arewa Consultative Forum (ACF); 
and Turai Yar’Adua, the all powerful First Lady. However, a 
number of events happened that helped reduce the effect of the 
nefarious activities of the cabal on Nigeria’s democracy. These 
included the intervention of the Save Nigeria Group (SNG); 
fractionalisation within the PDP, the FEC and the NA, for example 
                                                
2  Dayo Aiyetan, “End of the Circus: Desperately, President Yar’Adua”s handlers continue their game 

of deception, even as the Nation continues to decidedly, move forward”, Tell (19 April, 2010): 20-24. 
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the activities of the National Interest Group (NIG) in the NA; and 
the ACF”s policy summersault on the matter. This article critically 
examines the role of each of these actors in the political 
turbulence, underscoring the forces that accounted for the failure 
of the cabal, which peaked with the “sudden” death of Yar’Adua 
and the swearing-in of Goodluck Jonathan as the President and 
Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the Federal Republic 
of Nigeria on 6 May 2010. 
 
The Nigerian case study has comparative significance, especially 
from an African perspective. Nigeria not only boasts itself as the 
largest Black Country in the world, but also sees itself as the 
giant of Africa, with associated regional leadership 
responsibilities. Moreover, the case also illuminates the 
complexity of democratic transitions, showing simultaneously the 
reality and limits of neopatrimonialism, even in the face of the 
coexistence of authoritarian and democratic tendencies, what 
many called hybrid regime. The important lesson is that in the 
face of regime-threatening development as the case illustrated 
here illustrates, a vibrant and united civil society can make a lot 
of difference. The article adopts a combination of process tracing 
and historical institutionalism, supplemented with content 
analysis. It draws its data essentially from newspaper editorials, 
published interviews of key actors in the process, and media 
coverage and reportage on the crisis. 
 
This article is divided into sections. The first 
theorisesneopatrimonial regimes, underscoring their basic 
features. The second historicises Yar’Adua’s ascension to power 
and how his presidency was blighted by a medical, but deeply 
politicized health crisis that pushed the country neck-deep into a 
constitutional crisis of immense proportion. This is followed by an 
analysis of the constitutional crisis and the role played by the 
cabal and the oppositional forces. The concluding section teases 
out the wider ramification of the study in the understanding of 
neopatrimonial politics in Africa. 
 
 
 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 6, No. 2 

 226 

2. Recognising a Neopatrimonial Regime in Africa 
 
Whatever its nomenclature, -clientelism, neopatrimonialism, or 
“big man” rule, the patron–client relationship is understood to be 
the principal mechanism regulating political and economic life in 
African countries3. This is largely because formal institutions in 
Africa are considered “to be generally too weak to perform the 
functions associated with their counterparts in the industrialized 
world— that is, aggregation, mobilization, and representation”4.  
In attempting to fill the gap, patrons rely heavily on “a system of 
relations linking rulers not with the ‘public’ or even with the ruled 
(at least not directly), but with patrons, associates, clients, 
supporters, and rivals, who constitute the ‘system’”5. In such a 
system, as rightly argued by Arriola, “patrons offer resources to 
their clients in exchange for their loyalty, and clients support their 
patrons to access rewards that cannot be readily attained in a 
weak formal economy”6.  
 
Neopatrimonialism denotes rent-seeking behavior, which many 
consider to be integral to the very nature of African culture 

                                                
3  Leonardo R. Ariola, “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa”, Comparative Political Studies, 42, 

10 (2009): 1339-1363; Marcus, R. R. “Marc the Medici? The Failure of a New Form of Neopatrimonial Rule in 

Madagascar”, Political Science Quarterly, 125, 1 (2010): 111-131; Adebayo Olukoshi,  “Changing Patterns of 

Politics in Africa”, in En libro: Politics and Social Movements in an Hegemonic World: Lessons from Africa, Asia 

and Latin America, eds. Boron, Atilio A. and  Lechini, Gladys (Junio, Argentina: CLACSO, Consejo 

Latinoamericano de Ciencias Sociales, Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina. Junio, 2005): 177-201. 

Available at http://bibliotecavirtual.clacso.org.ar/ar/libros/sursur/politics/Olukoshi.rtf; Michael Bratton & 

Nicholas van de Walle, Democratic experiments in Africa: Regime transitions in comparative perspective 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Michael Bratton, “Beyond the state: civil society and 

associational life in Africa” World Politics  XLI, 3 (April 1989): 407-430; Michael Bratton and Nicholas van de 

Walle, “Neo-patrimonial regimes and political transitions in Africa”, World Politics, 46 (July 1994): 453-489; 

Robert Jackson and Carl Roseburg, Personal rule in Black Africa: prince, autocrat, prophet, tyrant (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1983); Lemarchand R Lemarchand, “Political Clientelism and Ethnicity in 

Tropical Africa: Competing Solidarities in Nation-Building”, American Political Science Review, 66, 1 (1972): 

68-90; Lemarchand R. Lemarchand and Keith Legg, “Political Clientelism and Development: A Preliminary 

Analysis”, Comparative Politics, 4, 2 (1972): 149-178. 

4  Ariola, L. R.”Patronage and Political Stability in Africa”, 1344. 

5  Jackson & Rosberg, 1982, 19; quoted in Arriola, “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa”, 1344. 

6  Arriola, “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa”, 1344. 
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and/or society. It denotes a situation where the political/policy 
elite are the self-conscious producers of niches of opportunity, 
which they exploit together with their clients/cronies7. Clapham 
defines it as:  
 

…a form of organization in which relationships of a broadly 
patrimonial type pervade a political and administrative 
system which is formally constructed on rational-legal lines. 
Officials hold positions in bureaucratic organizations with 
powers which are formally defined, but exercise those 
powers, as far as they can, as a form not of public service 
but of private property. Relationships with others likewise fall 
into the patrimonial pattern of vassal and lord, rather than 
the rational-legal one of subordinate and superior, and 
behavior are correspondingly devised to display a personal 
status, rather than to perform an official function8. 

 
In Africa, neopatrimonialism has been viewed from two 
perspectives, namely the society-centric approach and the state-
centric approach9. The former, according to Adebayo Olukoshi, 
“points to practices and norms in African society that prevent the 
embrace and sustained application of ‘rational’ policy choices 
capable of promoting economic development and political 
liberalisation”10. This approach is what Marcus termed “cultural 
representation in the political process”11. It contrasts sharply with 
the state-centric approach, which “locates the problem of neo-
patrimonialism not in the society but in the state itself, pointing 
to the ways in which the state constitutes a burden on society on 
account of the politics of predation which it nurtures”12. The 

                                                
7  Marcus, R. R. “Marc the Medici? The Failure of a New Form of Neopatrimonial Rule in 

Madagascar”, Political Science Quarterly, 125, 1 (2010): 111-131; Goran Hyden, African Politics in 

Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 

8  Clapham, C. Third World Politics: An Introduction (London: Helm, 1985) quoted in Marcus, “Marc 

the Medici?..., 117. 

9  Olukoshi,  “Changing Patterns of Politics in Africa”, 182. 

10  Ibid. 

11  Marcus, “Marc the Medici?..., 117. 

12  Olukoshi, “Changing Patterns of Politics in Africa”, 184. 
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connection between the two perspectives is that the patrons 
survive through patronage and close links with their clients. 
 
Since the return of multiparty politics to Africa in the aftermath of 
the Cold War, neopatrimonialism has been closely connected to 
the question of popular legitimacy. As Adebayo Olukoshi argues, 
“neo-patrimonialist pressures are also fuelled by the insatiable 
craving of the power elite for popular legitimacy. For this reason, 
layers and networks of patron-clientelism pervade the entire 
socio-economic and political system”. This was particularly the 
case when Yar’Adua came to power via a seriously discredited 
electoral process, the outcomes of which were overwhelmingly 
rejected by almost all other stakeholders except the ruling PDP13.  
But often, patron-client networks may prove to be inherently self-
insufficient for generating adequate legitimacy for the 
consolidation of power in a democratic setting. Often, patrons 
may be compelled to make certain democratic concessions, no 
matter how limited, to the larger society in democratic decision 
making and actions. This partly explains why the flowering of 
hybrid regimes in Africa’s new democracies has been linked with 
neopatrimonial rule. A hybrid regime can be identified in a 
number of political arenas: the electoral arena, the executive and 
legislative arena, and the judicial arena14. In a hybrid regime, 
elections are hardly participatory, competitive and legitimate. 
Moreover, the legislature is often very weak and subjected to the 
whims and caprices of the executive and the ruling party. The 
judiciary usually lacks independence and is often manipulated 
and/or disregarded by the government. Finally, the public (civil 
                                                
13  J. Shola Omotola, “Garrison” Democracy in Nigeria: The 2007 General Elections and the Prospects 

of Democratic Consolidation”, Commonwealth and Comparative Politics, 47, 2 (2009), 195-221; Cyril Obi,  

“International Election Observer Missions and the Promotion of Democracy: Some Lessons from Nigeria”s 

2007 Elections”, Politikon: South African Journal of Political Studies, Vol. 35 î, 1 (2008), 69-86; Kunle Amuwo, 

“The Political Economy of Nigeria”s Post-military Elections, 1999-2007”,  Review of African Political Economy, 

Vol. 36, 119 (2009), 37-61; Paul F. Adebayo and J. Shola Omotola, “Public Perceptions of the 2007 Nigerian 

General Elections”, Journal of African Elections, Vol.6, 2 (2007): 201-216. 

14  Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way, “The Rise of Competitive Authoritarianism”, Journal of 

Democracy, 13, 2 (2002), 51-65; Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way, Competitive Authoritarianism: the 

mergence and Dynamics of Hybrid Regimes in the Post-Cold War Era (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2009). 
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society) is seen as probably the last hope in a hybrid regime to 
initiate social action and demand for real regime change15.  
 
Generally neopatrimonialism has also been seen as counter-
productive for Africa. The main argument is that patronage 
politics promotes political instability and has been linked with civil 
wars and trapped transitions in Africa16. Some studies have also 
pointed to the divisive capabilities of patronage politics. 
VonDoepp17 articulated this tendency in the politics of third term 
constitutional amendments in Malawi, Zambia and Namibia. 
Similar distabilising tendencies also played out during Obasanjo’s 
third term bid within the PDP18. Adebayo Olukoshi captures this 
perspective thus:  
 

Africa’s economic development and political transition from 
authoritarian rule have been stymied and obstructed. The 
intellectual roots of Afro-pessimism can be traced to this 
perspective insofar as it represents a frame which, in 
treating rent-seeking behaviours, neo-patrimonialist 
practices and post-colony syndromes as ubiquitous and all-
pervasive, almost sees no way out of the ‘dead end’ to 
African development19.  
 

Nevertheless, the relationship between patronage politics and 
political stability is conditional. Depending on the prevailing 
realities, neopatrimonialism can serve as a tool for the 
consolidation or the loss of power. Neopatrimonialism 
                                                
15  Joakim Ekman, “Political Participation and Regime Stability: A framework for Analysing Hybrid 

Regime”, International Political Science Review, 30, 1 (2009), pp. 7-32. 

16  Larry Diamond and Michael Plattner, eds.  Democratization in Africa (Baltimore, MD: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1999); Tetan Mentan, Held Together by Pins: Liberal Democracy under Siege in 

Africa (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2007”; Ariola, L. R. “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa”. 

17  Peter VonDoepp, “Party Cohesion and Fractionalization in New African Democracies: Lessons from 

Struggles over Third Term Amendments”, Studies in Comparative International Development, Vol. 40, 3 

(2005): 65-87. See also Daniel N. Posner and Daniel J. Young, “The Institutionalization of Political Power in 

Africa”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 18, 3 (2007): 126- 140. 

18  J. Shola Omotola, “Constitutional Review and the Third Term Agenda: Nigeria”s Democracy at the 

Crossroads”, The Constitution: A Journal of Constitutional Development, 6, 3 (2006a): 57-77. 

19  Olukoshi, “Changing Patterns of Politics in Africa”, 184-185. 
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unsupported by some form of institutional legitimacy will only 
strengthen the rank and file of the opposition and spell doom for 
the network.  
 
3. Umaru Musa Yar’Adua: A Presidency Blighted by a 
Health Crisis 
 
Before assuming office as Nigeria’s president in May 2007, there 
were already growing concerns about Yar’Adua’s health. As 
Governor of Katsina state between 1999 and 2007, Yar’Adua was 
said to have regularly been absent medical reasons. In the course 
of his election campaign in March 2007, Yar’Adua took ill and was 
flown to Germany for medical attention. While there, a rumour 
broke out that he was dead, forcing the now infamous Obasanjo’s 
telephone call and public outburst in one of the campaigns at the 
June 12 Cultural Centre in Abeokuta, Ogun state capital: “Umoru, 
are you dead?”20. This cast question marks on his candidacy, 
especially given the array of healthy and vibrant aspirants for the 
position across the country. But most often, as a popular Yoruba 
adage goes, Olokurun koni iku kangun si, meaning that the 
closest person to death (or the next person to die) may not 
necessarily be the person who is sick. What is more, Obasanjo 
claimed to have obtained in 2007, a medical report certifying 
Yar’Adua medically fit to be Nigeria’s president, before the 
announcement of his candidacy. 
 
On assumption of office, Yar’Adua did not show any serious sign 
of ill-health of the magnitude that could render him permanently 
incapacitated to govern the country. Though reputed as slow in 
action, Yar’Adua gradually started addressing matters of national 
importance in both the political and economic spheres, most 
notably a commitment to the rule of law and electoral reform, the 
seven point agenda and the Niger Delta question. Whether these 
policies were theoretically well grounded, effectively and 
efficiently enforced, adequately monitored and evaluated, and 
yielded desirable outcomes, is another thing entirely. Whatever 
the scorecard, which for many, is far below expectations, indeed, 
                                                
20  Adewuyi, O. “What Yar’Adua Taught Nigerians”, Tell, 17 May 2010, 23-24. 
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“the most incompetent and colourless” administration in Nigeria’s 
history21, Yar’Adua took some concrete steps that should have, 
ordinarily, positively impacted the political economy of the 
country. He was also reputed as a democrat and a gentleman, 
who meant well for the country but hindered by his health 
conditions22. 
 
This can be illustrated with two examples. After admitting in his 
inaugural speech of 29 May 2009 that the election that produced 
him fell short of acceptable international standards, he made a 
commitment to address the contradictions of the electoral 
process. This self-admittance was unprecedented in Nigeria’s 
political history. On 23 August, 2007, Yar’Adua constituted a 23 
man ERC, with a comprehensive mandate “to evolve an electoral 
process that will enable us anchor democracy as the framework 
for national integration, sustained growth and national 
development”23. This action was widely hailed locally and 
international partly because the ERC consisted of notable and 
credible Nigerians and drew representatives from diverse 
interests groups, including civil society, mass media, academia, 
women, trade unions, and professionals. The way the panel 
handled its businesses from its inception, conducting public 
hearings across the country and collating memoranda from 
diverse stakeholders, suggested the panel enjoyed some level of 
autonomy. The far-reaching reform measures recommended by 
the ERC, aimed at making the Independent National Electoral 
Commission (INEC) truly independent in all ramifications, among 
others, added weight to this perception. Yar’Adua received the 
report with an assurance that it would be implemented. Secondly, 
Yar’Adua also tried to address, in a concrete and possibly 
permanent way, the enigmatic Niger Delta question. Apart from 

                                                
21  Amuta, C.  “Beyond Yar’Adua”, January 2010,  

http://us.mgl.mail.yaho.com/dc/launch?.gx=1&.rand=cpllm8sfm05cq. (accessed on 16February). 

22  Yusuf, A. “At Last, Catharsis: The death, though painful, of President Yar’Adua ends the 

apprehension in the polity and the era of foot-dragging in governance”, Tell (17 May 2010):19-22. 

23  Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, Presidential Address at The Electoral Reform Committee’s Inauguration 

Ceremony, 2007, available at http://electoralreformsng.org/speech.php. Accessed on 15/05/2008. 
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resort to dialogue with actors in the crisis, Yar’Adua also 
established the Ministry of the Niger Delta, with a cabinet rank 
Minister. He also initiated the Niger Delta amnesty programme, 
packaged not only to demilitarize, but also engender the 
development of the region.  
 
Both programmes and several others on the seven-point agenda, 
the main development plan of the administration, were gradually 
on course before Yar’Adua’s health crisis. Yar’Adua was flown to 
the King Faisal Specialist Hospital in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on 23 
November 2009, for the treatment of acute pericarditis. The 
ailment had reportedly troubled Yar’Adua from time to time. As 
Governor of Katsina state between 1999 and 2007, he took 
protracted medical leave at least twice, to seek medical solution 
to the problem. It was the clean bill of heath he claimed to have 
received from these treatments that persuaded then President 
Obasanjo, who was desperately in search of a “reliable” 
successor, to sanction his candidature. Yar’Adua’s health crisis 
was, therefore, not so much about his illness per se. Instead, it 
has to do more with his failure to transfer a letter to that effect to 
the NA, as constitutionally mandated, so that his VP, Goodluck 
Jonathan, could automatically assume office in acting capacity. 
Yar’Adua was away from his duty post, without respecting the 
constitutional basis for such absence, for 93 days. The crisis also 
embodies the “cabalic” politicisation of Yar’Adua’s unconstitutional 
absence from duty and the attendant efforts to sustain him in 
power as an absentee president. Worse still, most of these efforts 
were, in most cases, unconstitutional and criminal, and had to be 
sustained through lies, propaganda, threats and consistent 
violations of the constitution24.  
 
At the peak of the crisis, the centrifugal tendencies of the country 
became refreshed and reanimated and the stability of the country 
was severely threatened. Nigeria once again, as under the 
Abacha’s regime, became the butt of the international 
                                                
24  Aiyetan, D. and Suleiman, T. “The North’s Big Dilemma”, Tell, 16 April 2010, Lagos, pp. 22- 25; 

Aleem, M. “The Lies they Told about Yar’Adua”, Tell, 19 April 2010, pp. 22-23. 
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community’s jokes. Democracy was on trial. It is, therefore, 
outright reductionist to define Yar’Adua’s health crisis simply in 
medical terms. It is a combination of the medical and the 
political, which threatened the political economy of the country 
domestically and internationally. 
 
4. The Cabal, the Opposition and the Constitutional Crisis 
 
The failure of Yar’Adua to transmit a letter to the NA generated a 
serious constitutional crisis. It meant that Jonathan could not step 
in as Acting President. A presidential vacuum was, therefore, in 
the offing. Dealing with the problem became extremely difficult, 
because as it later crystalised, the presidency had been cabalised. 
Section 145 of the 1999 constitution mandates that for the 
President to proceed on leave for whatever reasons, he or she 
must transmit a letter to that effect to the NA to enable the VP 
assume office as Acting President: “Whenever the President 
transmits to the President of the Senate and Speaker of the 
House of Representatives a written declaration that he is 
proceeding on vacation or that he is otherwise unable to 
discharge the functions of his office, until he transmits to them a 
written declaration to the contrary such functions shall be 
discharged by the Vice-President as Acting President”25. This is to 
ensure there is no vacuum in the structure of power in the 
Nigerian presidency. In the event of failure to honour this 
provision, as Yar’Adua’s, Section 144 (1) of the constitution 
stipulates how to deal with the situation: 

 
The president or Vice-President shall cease to hold office, if 
(a) by a resolution passed by two-thirds majority of all the 
members of the executive council of the Federation it is 
declared that the President or Vice-President is incapable of 
discharging the functions of his office; and (b) the 
declaration is verified, after such medical examination as 
may be necessary by a medical panel established under 
subsection (4) of this section in its report to the President of 

                                                
25 Section 145 of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Lagos: Government Printers, 

1999. 
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the Senate and the Speaker of the House of 
Representatives”26. 

 
Yar’Adua’s failure to respect section 145 of the constitution 
created a vacuum in the presidency. This is because without the 
letter, Jonathan could not become Acting President. In the 
absence of both the substantive and an Acting President, there 
was no C-I-C of the armed forces. Consequently, there was no 
one officially vested with presidential powers. Nigeria operates a 
presidential system of government where power is over-
concentrated in the presidency. The presidential vacuum and the 
attendant struggle to fill it became unnecessarily mired in serious 
controversy over its constitutionality or otherwise. This was so 
because the crisis was hijacked by stark opportunism. Both the 
FEC and the NA failed to invoke relevant sections of the 
constitution. On two different occasions the FEC met but resolved 
that Yar’Adua was not medically unfit to continue as president. 
This generated heated constitutional controversy along political 
divides. 
 
For the cabal27, Yar’Adua’s presidency must be protected till the 
end, come what may and at all cost, even if it means subverting 
the constitution. The cabal succeeded in running an absentee 
presidency for over four months. The composition of the cabal 
cuts across the formal and informal institutions of the state, 
including the First Lady, the FEC, the NA, the GF, the military, the 
ACF, traditional rulers and executive in-laws of Yar’Adua, with 
each playing different but complimentary roles in sustaining an 
absentee presidency. Membership of the cabal may not 
                                                
26  Section 144 (1) of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Lagos: Government 

Printers, 1999. 

27  The cabal consists of Turai Yar’Adua, the wife of the president (as the mastermind), Gen. Sarki 

Mukhtar, the National Security Adviser (NSA), Taminu Yakubu Kurfi, the Chief Economic Adviser to the 

president, Dr. Abba Sayyad Ruma, the Minister of Agriculture,, Senator Adamu Aliero, the Minister of the 

Federal Capital Territory and a son-in law to the president, Mr Michael Aondoakaa, the Minister for Justice and 

Attorney General of the Federation (AGF), Senator David Mark, the Senate President, Dimeji Bankole, 

Speaker of the House of Representatives, Prince Vincent Ogulafor, National Chairman of the PDP, the 

Governor”s Forum, among others. For an informative idea on this, see Yusuf Alli, “Ministers in Showdown over 

anti-Jonathan plot”, The Nation, 19 February, 2010, Lagos, pp. 1-2. 
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necessarily be by special design, but rather by political 
exigencies, positions occupied in government and personal 
closeness to the president. For example, apart from his position 
as the AGF, Aondoakaa was very powerful in the cabal as a 
nominee of James Ibori in the FEC. Yet, the ethnic foundation of 
the cabal became visible, given that its core actors were of 
northern extraction28. It was, therefore, difficult to ascertain 
whether the cabal represented particular forces in Nigerian 
politics, or the neopatrimonial basis of politics. However, the 
cabal relied heavily on propaganda, distortion of facts, official 
secrecy, executive threats against perceived opposition and 
litigations29. 
 
The First Lady30, for example, was reputed as the mastermind 
and defacto leader of the cabal. During the crisis, she single 
handedly determined who would see the president and who would 
not. The security operatives attached to the president reportedly 
took orders from her, failure which could lead to their removal 
from the juice appointment such security officers were occupying. 
On five different occasions various institutions of government 
made unsuccessful official representations to the King Faisal 
Specialist Hospital31 at Turai’s instance. Her overbearing influence 
was partly historical. Before her, the office of the First Lady had 
become enigmatic, exemplified by the strong role of Mariam 
Babangida, Marriam Abacha and Stella Obasanjo during the 
regime of their husbands. Additionally, the office has become a 
                                                
28  This was the case with all members of the cabal listed in note 3 above except Dimiji Bankole and 

Vincent Ogbulafor, who were from the South west and South east respectively. 

29  Alli, Y. and Ikuomola, V. “Akunyili under attack over Yar’Adua’s stand”, The Nation, 4 March 2010, 

Lagos, pp. 1-2. 

30  For her strong grip on the cabal, Turai Yar’Adua has earned herself the reputation of the most 

powerful First Lady Nigeria has ever had. For a comparative analysis of First Ladies in Nigeria from Maryam 

Babangida, who popularized the office, to Turai Yar’Adua, see Avwode, 2010: 2-3. 

31  The first visit was by the GF on 29 November, 2009, led by its chairman, Dr. Bukola Saraki of 

Kwara state.  The second was on 26 December 2009, when David Edevbie, the President”s Principal Secretary 

went with the supplementary budget for Yar’Adua”s signature. The third was by the HoRs on 9 February, 

2010; the fourth was the by PDP on 11 February, 2010; and the final visit was by the FEC on 22 February, 

2010.  For detail, see Yusul Alli and Vincent Ikuomola, “Federal Govt delegation off to Saudi Arabia”, The 

Nation, 23 February, 2010, Lagos, p. 2. 
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powerful arena for the struggle over resources, given the 
enormity of resources at its disposal. Also, being a mother-in-law 
to two serving Governors also served to expand her 
circumference of power. More importantly, the ill-health of 
Yar’Adua worked in her favour as it afforded her wider latitude to 
influence official decisions of the government. She was reportedly 
instrumental to the appointment of some members of the FEC 
and politicians patronised her in order to gain the attention of the 
President. John Campbell, a former U.S. ambassador to Nigeria, 
now a fellow with the New York-based Council on Foreign 
Relations, said: “She is indeed the person I think is calling the 
shots… The basis of her ability to do it is because she controls 
access to the president”32. 
 
Although none of these official delegations saw Yar’Adua, two of 
them are significantly illustrative. The first was the visit by David 
Edevbie, Yar’Adua’s Principal Secretary on 26 December 2009. 
The mission was to sign into law the ^353.60 billion Nigerian 
naira (about $235.733 million) 2009 supplementary budget. 
David admitted not seeing the president, but retuned with the 
budget duly signed. This was at a time when there was still a 
presidential vacuum, since Jonathan had not become Acting 
President. This raises the question: who signed the budget? 
Nigerians are still awaiting an answer to this question. Suspicion 
was rife in some quarters that the cabal forged the signature of 
the president in order to raise enough money to fund the invisible 
presidency project and enrich the personal pursues of core 
members of the cabal.33 The second was the delegation by FEC, 
                                                
32  See, “Hajiya Turai Yar’Adua; the Rise and Downfall of her imperial Majesty“, available at  

http://www.elombah.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=2983:turai-yaradua-the-

making-of-an-empress&catid=36:omoba&Itemid=83. Accessed on 2 July, 2010. See also. “Turai takes 

over”. The Daily Sun, 25 February, 2010.  

33  As a national daily reported: “Several billions of Naira was spent and the Presidency is demanding 

for answers. In fact, the Presidency is interested in knowing who authorised the release of the funds, the 

reason for the release and what the money was spent for”. See, “Yar’Adua: Presidency probes missing 

security vote”, The Punch, 27 March, 2010. Available at 

http://h2.punchng.com/Articl.aspx?theartic=Art201003276512121. Accessed on 2 July, 2010. See also 

“Yar’Adua”s top aides loot N70bn in his name”, available at odili.net/news/source/2010/apr/4/512.html. 

Accessed on 2 July, 2010.  
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which arrived Jeddah on 23 February, 2010, the same day 
Yar’Adua arrived Nigeria midnight. After all, the Saudi embassy in 
Nigeria issued visas to the delegates a day earlier. This reinforces 
the conspiratorial thesis that Jeddah34 was assisting Turai to 
shield Yar’Adua from the government and people of Nigeria.  
 
The FEC35 also failed in its constitutional responsibility to invoke 
the relevant sections of the constitution to resolve the matter. 
Despite the fact that everything else pointed to the contrary, 
particularly the total invisibility of Yar’Adua since his departure to 
Saudi till his death, the FEC on two different occasions met, first 
on 2 December 2009 and second on 27 January 2010 and 
resolved on both occasions, without benefit of a medical report, 
as constitutional mandated, that Yar’Adua was not incapacitated 
to function as president. With these resolutions, it became 
difficult for any further step to be taken in that direction, since 
every other action on the matter is, constitutionally, contingent 
upon the resolution of the FEC. The FEC could not have acted 
otherwise because most of them owe their membership to the 
president, who appointed them to political office. Declaring him 
permanently incapacitated would throw them into the troubled 
marketplace of political uncertainty. It was, politically speaking, 
more rewarding for them to fight for the retention of the status-
quo, where they had established sound footing. 
 
There were also the executive in-laws of Yar’Adua. These were 
Governors Issa Yuguda of Bauchi state and Saidu Usman 
Dakingari of Kebbi state, both of whom married Yar’Adua’s 
daughters. These elements added new dimensions to the 
activities of the cabal. On 29 December, for example, Issa 
Yuguda told Nigerians that he and his Kwara state counterpart, 

                                                
34  The Saudi government vehemently denied this conspiratorial thesis. It claimed if there was any 

restriction at all, it must be from the president”s personal physicians or his family. Insisting the Saudi King 

had no hand in the restriction and was not interested in intervening in the matter. See Dele Anofi and Onyedi 

Ojiabo, “Our Stand on Yar’Adua, by Saudi Arabia Govt”, The Nation, 23 February, 2010, Lagos, pp. 1-2. 

35  The FEC, according to section 144 (5) of the 1999 constitution of Nigeria, “is a reference to the 

body of Ministers of the Government of the Federation, howsoever called, established by the President and 

charged with the responsibilities of the functions of government as the President may direct”. 
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Bukola Saraki, visited and saw Yar’Adua at the hospital in Saudi 
Arabia36. The name of these Governors featured prominently 
among likely successors of Yar’Adua, especially as VP to 
Jonathan, when it became obvious that it may be impossible to 
sustain an absentee presidency for too long.37  
 
The NA did not perform any better. It was not until it became 
obvious that David Mark and his loyalists in the Senate had lost 
control over the majority that he decided to act by invoking the 
Doctrine of Necessity to make Jonathan an Acting President on 9 
February 2010. The action may have been taken as a face saving 
move to avoid being defeated on the floor of the Senate, which 
would not only have meant that Mark was no longer popular, but 
could also threaten his position as the Senate President. The 
Doctrine of Necessity could, therefore, be seen as an 
arrangement for a safe landing. The situation was worse in the 
lower chamber of the NA, the House of Representatives (HoRs), 
where Dimeji Bankole, the Speaker of the House, refused to read 
the resolution of the House making Jonathan the Acting 
President. He abdicated his responsibility to Mr. Akogun, the 
majority leader, who read the resolution. This amounts to a 
demonstration of disloyalty to and contempt for not only the 
House, but also the constitution he had sworn to uphold. But as 
an unknown quantity in Nigerian politics until his sudden 
emergence as Speaker of the HoRs in 2008, following the removal 
of Patricia Etteh for alleged misconduct, it must be understood 
that Bankole came to the job with a very thin political resume.  
 
The Ministry of Justice and office of the Attorney General of the 
Federal (AGF) were both cornerstones of the cabal. Michael 
Aondoakaa, the then AGF, exploited all available avenues to keep 
the invisible presidency. Some of his most memorable salvos 
included his declaration that the president was not 
constitutionally mandated to be in the country to govern it; that 

                                                
36  Aleem, M. “The Lies they Told about Yar’Adua”, Tell, 19 April 2010, p. 22. 

37  See, “Jonathan”s VP”s spot: Yar’Adua”s daughters, Zainab, Nafisatu in fight to finish… ...Turai 

wants to them to agree on one of her sons-in-law, Yuguda or Dakingari”, available at  

http://www.pointblanknews.com/os2960.html. (accessed on 2 July, 2010). 
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he could govern from any part of the world38. This probably 
provided an additional justification for taking the supplementary 
budget to Jeddah for Yar’Adua’s signature. Aondoakaa also fought 
many legal battles to frustrate the emergence of Jonathan as 
Acting President, arguing that he did not have to be Acting 
President to carry out presidential functions in the absence of the 
president. In this respect, Aondoakaa got a favourable 
pronouncement in Onwukwe vs Attorney General and FEC, on 13 
January 2010, when Justice Dan Abutu, Chief Judge of the 
Federal High Court, ruled that the VP needed not become Acting 
President to carry out the functions of the president in his 
absence, adding that the Vice President was already doing so and 
should continue to do so39.   
 
In order to sustain the struggle, the cabal at times relied on 
security breaches. For example, on 12 January 2010, Yar’Adua 
allegedly granted the BBC an interview, claiming to be responding 
well to treatment and that he would return to the country to 
continue as president as his condition improved. Nigerians 
wondered why Yar’Adua opted for the BBC at the expense of the 
Nigerian Television Authority (NTA) and other local news outlets. 
The failure of the plot, exemplified by widespread skepticism and 
condemnation that attended it, made the cabal resort to 
announcing, intermittently, the arrival date of Yar’Adua, claiming 
his health condition had improved. On one occasion, the GF40 
addressed a press conference where Bukola Saraki, Governor of 
Kwara state and chairman of the forum, claimed that Yar’Adua 
had been communicating with some key officials of government 

                                                
38  Aleem, M. “The Lies they Told about Yar’Adua”, Tell, 19 April 2010, 22. 

39  The Nation, “Key Dates in the Controversy”, The Nation, 24 February, 2010, Lagos, p.4. See also, 

“Nigeria: The Political Crisis of an Ailing President Chronology of Events “, available at 

http://www.imdiversity.com/Villages/Global/Global_Politics/NigeriaPowerVacuumChronology.asp. Accessed on 

2 July, 2010. 

40  The GF has been described as the real cabal because they wield more power than can be 

imagined: “Governors are so powerful that they control presidents and parties, and no one controls them. The 

system is so structured in their favour that the kind of hold the have over higher authorities at federal level, 

cannot be duplicated at state levels”. See Festus Eriye, “The Real Cabal”, The Nation, 7 March 2010, p.11. 
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on telephone, including Goodluck Jonathan, David Mark, Dimeji 
Bankole, among others.  
 
On another occasion when Dora Akunyili, the Minister for 
Information, decided to take the “bull by the horns” at the FEC, 
Michael Aondoakaa, as other members of the cabal, accused her 
of seeking cheap popularity. Aondoakaa further advised her to go 
and deal with the rot she left as Director General of the 
NAFDAC41. When Yar’Adua was smuggled into the country 
midnight on 23 February 2010, it was without the knowledge of 
Jonathan, who was at that time the Acting President and, to that 
extent, the C-I-C of the armed forces of the federation. Yet, the 
military was deployed to the airport both in Lagos and Abuja 
without Jonathan”s knowledge, let alone approval. The 
deployment of the military meant that it was a planned arrival. 
The fact that some key figures of the cabal were present at the 
airport, including Adamu Aliero, the FCT Minister and General 
Murktar, the National Security Adviser (NSA), is further 
testimony. This is obviously mutinous on the part of the military 
and raised questions about the state of civil-military relations in 
the country42. Since his arrival till his death, the cabal kept 
Yar’Adua away from public glare, including Goodluck Jonathan, 
but kept informing the public that he was getting better. 
 
These and related steps were either preemptive, or reactive 
strategies, depending on the particular issue at hand, to 
neutralize the efforts of the opposition and the increasingly 
restive political community. With the passage of each day, the 
crisis assumed dramatic turns, especially of ethno-religious 
colouration. This gained increasing currency with the invitation by 
Turai of four Muslim clerics to the Presidential Villa to pray for 

                                                
41  NAFDAC is the acronyms for National Agency for Food,  Drug and Control, where Professor 

Akunyili served as Director General to the admiration f most Nigerians. It was, therefore, shocking when 

Aondoaka made such an allegation. See Alli, Y. and Ikuomola, V. “Akunyili under attack over Yar’Adua stand”, 

The Nation, 4 March 2010, Lagos, pp. 1-2. 

42  Adeoye, A. “Taming the Military”, The Nation, 7 March 2010, Lagos, pp. 17-18 & 53. 
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Yar’Adua43. This was not totally unexpected, given that the 
dramatis personale in the cabal were of northern extraction. The 
plot to frustrate the emergence of Jonathan as Acting President 
was therefore seen as a plot against the minorities, particularly 
the ethnic Ijaw where Jonathan hails from. Added to this was the 
fact that Jonathan is a Christian. The attempt to downplay this 
perception may have compelled Turai to later extend invitation to 
four Christian clergymen to visit Yar’Adua44. This was despite the 
fact that no one in official government circle, including Goodluck 
Jonathan, was allowed to see Yar’Adua. 
 
For the opposition forces, Nigeria must be rescued from the 
strong grip of the cabal. This is important, given that one of the 
main problems of the democratisation process in Nigeria is the 
weak base of opposition politics. The definition of opposition here 
is not strictly in party terms. It also encompasses civil society 
groups and individuals committed to democracy promotion. 
Despite its history of fragmentation, the opposition has, on a few 
occasions, proven that they remain the hope of democratic 
survival in Nigeria. This tendency of the opposition to rise to the 
occasion at critical moments, in some ways, is historical. In the 
recent past, Nigerian opposition elements fought successive 
military regimes to a standstill, forcing General Babangida to step 
aside after the annulment of the 12 June, 1993 presidential 
election and attendant impasse. They also engaged the self-
succession bid of General Sani Abacha till his sudden death in 
199845. In short, the opposition forced the re-democratisation of 
Nigeria in 1999, though with some reasonable measure of 
                                                
43  The clerics were Ustaz Musa Muhammed, chief Imam of National Mosque, Abuja; Datti Ahmed, 

president, Supreme Council of Sharia in Nigeria; Sheikh Yakubu Musa and Sheikh Isa Pantami. The revelation 

of the group was, however, contradictory and deeply enmeshed in controversy (See Aiyetan, 2010a:20). 

44  The clergymen were Arch Bishop John Oniayekan, president, Christian Association of Nigeria 

(CAN); Bishop David Oyedepo of the Living Faith Church; Yusuf Obaje, former Aso Rock Chaplain; and 

Emmanuel Kure of Throneron Trust Ministry. The group considered its access to the ailing President as a 

privileged thing and declined to comment on his state of health (See Aiyetan, 2010a:20). 

45  J. SholaOmotola,  “The Civil Limitations of Civil Society: Insights from Nigeria”. Unilag Journal of 

Politics, 2, 1 (2005); J. Shola Omotola, “From Importer to Exporter: The Changing Role of Nigeria in 

Promoting Democratic Values in Africa”. In Pretorius, Joelien. (ed.), African Politics: Beyond the Third Wave of 

Democratisation. Cape Town, SA: Juta Academic Press, 2008a pp. 32-54. 
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international goodwill. More recently, Nigerian opposition 
elements were united for the defeat of the third term agenda that 
sought to elongate Obasanjo’s presidency beyond the statutory 
two terms of four years each46. Given the grave consequences of 
the activities of the cabal for the corporality of Nigeria and its 
democratic development, the opposition was once again united to 
fight the cabal to a standstill. The strategy of the opposition 
included litigations, peaceful protests, press conferences, as well 
as popular sensitization and mobilization through aggressive 
media and publicity.  
 
The SNG was one of the leading opposition groups that engaged 
and precipitated the collapse of the cabal. The SNG is a coalition 
of civil society groups and notable democracy and human rights 
activists.47 The primary mandate of the SNG is to challenge and 
change the status quo by encouraging political participation and 
promoting political knowledge through various activities. In its 
widely publicized manifestos for liberty, security and prosperity 
christened “A Contract to Save and Transform Nigeria”, formally 
released on 5 May 2010, the SNG bemoans the deepening crises 
and contradictions of governance in Nigeria, exemplified by 
widespread poverty, entrenched corruption, decayed 
infrastructure, bad leadership and politics of exclusion. The SNG, 
therefore, called on Nigerians to take their destinies in their own 
hands by collaborating with popular movements committed to the 
entrenchment of good governance, via the creation of a 
“politically friendly environment of liberty, security, and 
prosperity for all Nigerians”, and to “subscribe to SNG”s vision of 

                                                
46  J. Shola Omotola, “Through A Glass Darkly”: Assessing the “New” War against Corruption in 

Nigeria”, Africa Insight, 36, 3-4 (2006b), pp.  214-229. 

47  The SNG consists of ntable people, including the Nobel Laureate, Professor Wole Soyinka; radical 

lawyer, Femi Falana; founder of the Latter Rain Assembly, Pastor Tunde Bakare; president of the Nigerian Bar 

Assocition (NBA), Rotimi Akeredolu; former Governor of Kaduna state and chairman of Conference of Nigerian 

Political Parties (CNPP), Balarabe Musa; Pat Utomi, a renowned economist; and Ayo Obe, a former President 

of the Civil Liberties Organisation (CLO). 
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a new Nigeria and participate in its mission to save and transform 
Nigeria”48. 
 
The SNG embarked upon an aggressive media and publicity to 
sensitise and mobilize Nigerians to join it in rescuing Nigeria from 
the jaws of the cabal49. To this effect, the SNG organised peaceful 
protests in Abuja, Lagos and Port Harcourt. In the Abuja rally of 
11 March, 2010, the SNG, speaking through Pastor Bakare, 
demanded three things: first “an end to the invisible presidency 
of Yar’Adua by activating section 144b of the constitution so that 
presidential powers will be fully accountable”; second, “the 
dissolution of the present Executive Council of the Federation 
which has largely collaborated with presidential aides to foist this 
crisis on the nation”; and third, “quick and thorough 
implementation of the Uwais report on reform starting with the 
immediate removal of Professor Maurice Iwu as chairman and the 
reconstitution of INEC with persons of impeccable integrity and 
competence”50. Pat Utomi remarked: “the only thing that will 
save Nigeria is for the people of Nigeria taking over the 
streets…demanding that the constitution be upheld; that the rule 
of law be respected, and those at the helm of affairs do what is 
right and just”51. Similarly, Professor Wole Soyinka lamented:  
 

Nigerians should rescue the nation from the cabal of 
reprobate gangsters, extortionists and even political 
murderers responsible for some of the assassinations we”ve 
witnessed in Nigeria in the last 10 years…by any legitimate 
means you are capable of. You should demand your nation 
back and don”t just sit and watch it being degraded and 

                                                
48 Save Nigeria Group, “Action to Save and Transform Nigeria ( Manifesto for Liberty, Security and Prosperity 

Nigerians Must Insist On)”, 5 May 2010, Abuja: SNG, pp. 19-20. 

 

49 Save Nigeria Group, “Action to Save and Transform Nigeria 

50 Agbo, A. “Red card for Mr President. Civil society groups insist that President Umaru Yar’Adua leaves the 

scene for Acting President Goodluck Jonathan to take full charge”. Tell, 22 March 2010, Lagos, pp. 32 and 34. 

51 Sawyer, S. “Now, the People Power. After many years of watching democracy from the sidelines, Nigerians 

are being roused once again to defend the nation”s constitution in the struggle to wrestle the Presidency from 

a cabal”, Tell, 22 March 2010, Lagos, p. 33. 
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expropriated by people who have absolutely no respect for 
you, no respect at all even to their own52. 

 
Responding, the Secretary to the Government of the Federation 
(SGF) saluted the courage of the SNG at a critical time like this 
when sycophancy and opportunism had completely enveloped the 
country. Earlier, the PDP had begun to show signs of 
fractionalisation at various levels, including the FEC, the NA and 
the presidency itself. In the FEC, the most significant 
development was the now famous Dora Akunyili’ memo of 3 
February 2010 which sought to introduce a motion in FEC about 
Yar’Adua’s health53. Although she was not allowed to table the 
motion and was later called names by key members of the cabal, 
Akunyili was able to dissociate herself from the plans to 
perpetually maintain an invincible presidency by the FEC. From 
that time, Akunyili stopped acting as the spokesperson of the FEC 
after its council meetings because, as she submitted in her 
famous memo to the FEC: “If we fail to act now, history will not 
forgive us”54 Aondoakaa took over the job, together with his 
original portfolio and this helped to sharpen the division in the 
FEC55.  
 
In the NA too, a pro-Jonathan faction, the NIG, had emerged in 
both cambers, demanding that the right thing be done. The 
insistence of the group on invoking the relevant sections of the 
constitution to declare Yar’Adua permanently incapacitated partly 
forced the resolution to make Jonathan Acting President. The 
public outrage by ex-President Obasanjo, against popular 
condemnation that he imposed an infirm person on the country, 
also contributed to the weakening of the cabal. Obasanjo said 
                                                
52  Sawyer, “Now, the People Power…, 33. 

53  Dora Akuyili”s role in the saga, particularly the memo, was unsuccessfully invoked on the floor of 

the Senate to deny her the opportunity to return to the reconstituted cabinet under Jonathan. She was 

accused to have been very close to the Yar’Adua”s family such that she allegedly cooked for them. But for 

Nigerians, this was political blackmail at its peak. 

54  See “The Dora Akunyili Memo”, available at http://healnigeria.blogspot.com/2010/02/dora-

akunyili-memo.html (accessed on 30 January 2011). 

55  Omotosho, G. “A Cabinet in Disarray”, The Nation, 11 February 2010, Lagos, p. 40; Gbadegesin, 

S. “Lamentation of a crippled Nation”, The Nation, 19 February 2010, Lagos, 40. 
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God should punish him if he deliberately imposed Yar’Adua, 
revealing what he knew about his health conditions:  
 

So, to say that I, Olusegun Obasanjo, deliberately picked 
somebody who is an invalid, is the height and height of 
insult. How can I put so much into this country both in peace 
and in war, and give the running of the country to somebody 
who will run it down? …If I did that, God will punish me. Yes, 
because I love this country so much, and there is no reason 
why I should do that”56.  
 

The cabal was shocked when Obasanjo, speaking on the basis of 
privileged information about the deteriorating state of health of 
Yar’Adua in Saudi Arabia, urged him to do the right thing, that is, 
to resign. This caught the cabal unaware and was even 
considered as a betrayal of trust. 
 
It would seem, however, that the final straw that broke the 
camel’s back was ACF’s sudden change of position on the 
matter.57. The ACF was founded in meeting held in Kaduna, the 
capital of the defunct Northern region, on 7 March 2000 under 
the leadership of His Eminence, Alhaji Muhammadu Maccido, the 
then Sultan of Sokoto. To underscore the significance of the body, 
the meting was attended by nine emirs, two former Presidents 
and 31 prominent personalities from all over the North. Its 
primary mandate was to promote unity among Northern leaders, 
working through elected officials to achieve progress in the 
Northern area within the democratic framework58. Initially, the 
ACF was the vanguard of protecting Yar’Adua’s presidency as a 
Northern agenda. But in a sudden twist of fortune, the ACF 
withdrew its support for an absentee presidency in response to 
growing oppositional pressures for the right thing to be done. The 

                                                
56  “Resign on health grounds, Obasanjo tells Yar’Adua”, The Punch, 22 January 2010. Available at  

www.punchng.com/Articl.aspx?theartic=Art20100122233656 (accessed on 12 January 2011). 

57  The ACF is an elitist and highest socio-political organization in Northern Nigeria. The group is 

known to wield enormous influence in the governance of the country and functions as a powerful pressure 

group on policy processes in the country. 

58  See “History of Arewa Consultative Forum”, available at 

www.nigerianbestforum.com/index.php?topic=5103.msg149097. Accessed on 7 June, 2010. 
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withdrawal was powerfully expressed in a communiqué issued on 
4 May, 2010 by the ACF at the end of the meeting of a special 
committee it set up to look into the problem, asking Yar’Adua to 
resign so that Jonathan could effectively take over as President 
and address crucial national questions59. Barely two days after 
the communiqué, the death of Yar’Adua was announced. 
Nigerians woke up to the news of Yar’Adua’s death on 6 May 
2010.60 This has prompted suspicion about Yar’Adua’s death, 
leading the Action Congress (AC), a leading opposition party, to 
demand for presidential investigation into the circumstances 
surrounding the death. 
 
But before the end of the crisis, the cabal held the country 
hostage. It was such that even the making of Jonathan as Acting 
President could not totally leverage the political terrain, until he 
finally assumed office as president and C-I-C of the armed forces 
of the federation, following the death of Yar’Adua. 
 
5. Conclusion: Neopatrimonialism as Double-Edged Sword 
 
Neopatrimonialism is like a double-edged sword. As it serves the 
interests of the patron and his/her clients, it can also serve to 
induce social action for democratic reform. In the Nigerian case 
illustrated above, the two contrasting scenarios played 

                                                
59  Amongst the ACF chieftains who attended the Special Committee meeting were its Chairman and 

former Chief of Army Staff, , Lt. General Mohammed Inuwa Wushishi; former Inspector General of Police, 

Ibrahim Coomassie; Alhaji Adamu Fika (Wazirin Fika); Senator JKN Waku; immediate past General Secretary 

of the Forum,Col. Hamid Ali; Alhaji Sule Yahaya Hamma; former Military Administrator of Kebbi State, Col. JIP 

Ubah; Col. Mohammed Abdu, Bitrus Gwadah, Malam Lawal Idris, Professor B.D. Musa, Ambassador Adamu 

Mohammed, Alhaji Aliko Mohammed, Alhaji Adamu Attah, Brig. Gen. Mohammed Umar and Malam Bukar 

Zarma, who is the secretary of the committee. See Olatunji, 2010.Olatunji, S. “Row over Yar’Adua”s health 

status, threat to Nigeria”s corporate existence — ACF”, The Punch,  5 May, 2010, Lagos, 2010, pp 1-2. 

Available at 

www.punchng.com/Articl.aspx?theartic=Art201003052524910. Accessed on 27 June, 2010. 

60  The news of his death was not shocking to many. For some, it has been long awaited. Many 

others doubted whether he was returned alive to the country on 23 February 2010. I share this latter 

perspective and no one has been able to make me think otherwise. I am persuaded that the cabal only chose 

to announce his death when it was obvious that the game was up. The agonies of an invisible presidency 

imposed on the country by the cabal took the shine off Yar’Adua”s death. 
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themselves out. In a system where neopatrimonalism has 
become deeply entrenched, almost becoming a political culture, it 
is pretty difficult, if not impossible, to completely stamp it out 
overnight. The problem becomes more difficult in the face of 
weak institutional design and effective institutionalization of 
power where the rule of law streamlines and regulates political 
actions. In the circumstance, mobilising along only institutional 
lines becomes grossly deficient. By implication, the resort to 
patrimonial networks becomes inevitable. Nevertheless, the 
political class is not always as united as classical elite theorists 
would have us believe. Rather, the political class can also 
fragment along several fault lines of cleavages, including region, 
ethnicity and religion. Depending on the availability of resources 
and its effective management by the patron, neopatrimonialism 
can engender or retard political stability. If well managed, it can 
help expand the patron’s networks of reciprocity at both the 
official and unofficial levels. Unfortunately, Yar’Adua’s henchmen 
did not manage the situation well, thereby unable to build 
sufficient personalized networks of reciprocity in defence of the 
absentee presidency project.  
 
The limits of neopatrimonalism were exemplified by the inability 
of the cabal to perpetually sustain an invisible presidency, given 
attendant polarizations within its rank and file at various levels. It 
suggests that neopatrimonial rule unsupported by some degree of 
political institutionalization can hardly stand the test of time. It is 
also a reflection of the balance of forces in Nigerian government 
and politics, suggesting that opposition forces, including the civil 
society, can be formidable pillars of sustainable democracy 
provided they are able to rise above the dividing lines, be united 
and committed to their roles. 
 
More importantly, the Nigerian experience suggests a very strong 
relationship between neopatrimonialism and hybrid regimes. The 
continuous cohabitation of democratic indices, for example, the 
existence of democratic institutions such as the legislature, 
political parties and election management body, along with 
undemocratic ones such as the institution of the First Lady, 
together with authoritarianism dispositions, including disrespect 
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of rule of law, elections without choice, was largely fuelled by the 
cabalisation of power and politics. While the Jonathan” presidency 
is still too young to warrant any definitive position, the signs are 
already emerging that it may not be significantly different from its 
predecessors. It too may continue to radiate contradictory 
features of democracy and authoritarianism. It will take the 
unrelenting efforts of the civil society, as they did during 
Yar’Adua’s health crisis, sensitising and mobilising the people, to 
alter the situation. But this may not be the case. From recent 
history, opposition forces in Nigeria only rise to the occasion at 
very critical moments only for them to relapse to inactivity after 
temporary victories. Sustainable regime change does not come 
that way. One important lesson for the consolidation of Nigeria’s 
democracy is that opposition forces, including civil society, cannot 
afford to go asleep after a temporary victory. The struggle must 
be sustained when seasoned and not. 
 
One particular area that must be thoroughly engaged, in the light 
of the Yar’Adua’s health crisis, is the unconstitutional yet 
enigmatic office of the First Lady. If the office is going to be 
retained, it is important to constitutionalise it and specify, in 
unambiguous terms, its functions. Over the years, it is an office 
that has been severely perverted to promote patronage networks 
for the service of self-regarding interests61. Turai has only 
elevated it to a dizzying height and steps must be taken to avoid 
future reoccurrence. The ambiguities surrounding sections 144 
and 145 of the constitution should also be redressed. There is 
need to specify the number of days within which the President 
could be away without officially transferring a letter to the NA, 
failure which would warrant the automatic invocation of the 
relevant portions of the constitution. 
 
Despite all its negativities, comparative insights reveal that 
informal patronage networks can also be exploited by patrons to 
rebuild collapsing or weak state institutions. What makes the 
difference is the political will on the part of the patron to do so. 
Whether Jonathan will toe this line or not only remains to be 
                                                
61  Avwode, A. “Who is Nigeria”s Most Powerful First Lady?”,  The Nation, 16 March 2010, Lagos, 2-3. 
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seen. There is need for him to follow through on the 
implementation of the recommendations of the Uwais’ reports on 
electoral reform. This way, he would have succeeded in 
repositioning INEC for effective electoral administration.  
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