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C H A P T E R  O N E

Introduction: State, Economy, and Society in 

a Neo- Liberal Regime

Said Adejumobi

Introduction

The introduction or practice of civilian or democratic rule carries a 
burden with it. Democracy has relevance especially in underdevel-
oped countries when it provides a link to social progress and economic 
improvement in society. Although democracy is fundamentally good 
in itself, given the freedom and political opportunities that it affords, 
but this is certainly insufficient in developing societies. Rising expec-
tations and unfulfilled demands are part of the peoples’ underlying 
basis of political support for democratization in developing countries 
(Adejumobi, 2002). As Claude Ake (2000: 31) rightly noted, the people 
“see their political empowerment through democratization as an essen-
tial part of the process of getting their economic agenda right at last, as 
well as managing the development project better, so as to address the 
intensifying poverty and the prospect of physical extinction.” Thus, the 
support for democracy in Nigeria, as in many other African countries, 
is premised on the delivery of both political and economic goods (Bratton 
and Lewis, 2007) or what Stein Ringen (2007) calls economic and politi-
cal democracy. In Ringen’s words,

If we have democracy in political life but not in economic life and 
if the weight of economic power grows relative to political power, 
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then the citizens might have reason to question how democratic 
their society is and whether political democracy is really of much 
relevance. . . . The absence of economic democracy strikes back and under-
mines political democracy. (Ringen, 2007: 48) (Emphasis mine)

As such, the nature of the state, the economic policies that it pursues, 
and how it defends the interest and welfare of the people are fundamen-
tal issues in a democratic political system.

But liberal democracy offers a paradox. It is a system premised on a 
free market ideology. The genealogy of liberal democracy originates 
from the interest of capital to secure a political system that protects 
private property while affording political legitimacy and vile political 
freedom for the people. Liberal democracy constitutes the political and 
institutional infrastructure for a free market society; a means of effec-
tive and legitimized social control with little encumbrances of force 
and coercion. In liberal democracy, as Ake (2000: 25) observed, “it is 
not the economy that gets politicized; it is the polity that gets economi-
cized.” In a globalized neo- liberal context, the challenge is even more 
for a democratizing society. Human relationships are increasingly mon-
etized and depersonalized, society and its welfare largely disconnected 
from the state, human alienation and desocialization gain ascendance, 
citizenship becomes hollow and the economic organization of society 
titled substantially in the interest of capital and the propertied class. 
The logic of a neo- liberal free market society is “fend for thyself.”

This is the context in which civilian rule—a budding form of liberal 
democracy—was re- introduced in Nigeria in 1999. Although the period 
of the emergence of civil rule in Nigeria can be regarded as a post-
 adjustment era, as Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) had been 
thoroughly discredited at that time, and largely abandoned even by its 
protagonists—the World Bank and the IMF—in favor of a new cliché 
of building “capable and effective states,” the fundamental premise of 
neo- liberalism was never jettisoned. The Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Papers (PRSP) that replaced SAP created a semblance of popular par-
ticipation with a fallacy of being “home grown” were premised on 
market forces. Free market ideology remained the overbearing creed of 
economic policy formulation and political choices for many countries.

The policy choices of Olusegun Obasanjo (Nigeria’s president from 
1999 to 2007) exemplify the limitations and contradictions of power 
in a neo- liberal global context. Obasanjo operating within the ambit1 
of civil society during the Babangida military dictatorship (1984–1993) 
openly and virulently criticized SAP as lacking in “human face and 
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milk of human kindness”; however, his economic reform agenda on 
the assumption of power from May 1999 was not particularly differ-
ent from that of the Babangida regime. It was premised on the logic of 
economic neo- liberalism with free reign to market forces and unprec-
edented privatization and deregulation measures. More importantly, 
there was a privatization of politics and power in the country under the 
Obasanjo regime. Obasanjo’s apostasy to market doctrine may well be 
part of the constraints and reality of power of a peripheral country in a 
hegemonic neo- liberal global system.

What was the nature of the state, society, and economy after the 
inception of civilian rule in Nigeria from May 1999? What were the 
tensions, conf licts, and contradictions generated in the process? How 
did the Nigerian state connect to the lives of ordinary people and pro-
vide the gains of democratic politics? What were the contradictions of 
a neo- liberal democratizing regime? These are the issues discussed in 
the book. This chapter raises key conceptual issues on the relationship 
between state, economy, and society and the nature of the state and the 
transition it underwent in the post- colonial era in Nigeria.

State, Economy, and Society: Conceptual Linkage

The association between state, society, and economy defines the totality 
of human social formation, nature of political organization, character 
of class and social forces, the contradictory views among social groups 
and classes, and the progress or otherwise of any modern political com-
munity. Extant conceptualization of the state largely derives from three 
major perspectives. The first focuses on the history and essence of the 
state, the second on the instrumentalism of the state, and the third on 
its main features. The first set of conceptualization derives mostly from 
the philosophers of the age of Enlightenment in Europe like Thomas 
Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean Jacques Rousseau who wanted to create 
a basis of the legitimacy of power and promote social order by redefin-
ing the nature of the law and relations among social classes. For them, 
the state in terms of its genealogy emerged through a “social contract,” 
and is a form of a “social pact” in which individuals in a society seek to 
set up a sovereign power through collective agreement and a “general 
will” that will protect their interests, which otherwise they could not 
individually guarantee—law, order, and social protection. Although, 
these philosophers had different views on the nature of pre- state soci-
ety, they were united on the theme of the development and essence of 
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the state. Jean Jacques Rousseau, a highly revered name in this group, 
noted that the idea of a state is to “find a form of association which will 
defend the person and goods of each member with the collective force 
of all, and under which each individual, while uniting himself with 
the others, obeys no one but himself, and remains as free as before” 
(1968: 60). The social contract theory encapsulates the notions of state 
and citizenship.

The instrumentalist perspective to the conceptualization of the state 
focuses on the utility, value, or functions that the state performs in soci-
ety. Scholars like David Easton and Max Weber toe this line. Easton 
defines a state as an institution or authority that authoritatively allo-
cates values in society (1965). The state determines who gets what, 
when, how, and how much in society. Max Weber (1965: 78) defines 
a state as a “human community that (successfully) claims the monop-
oly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.” 
Along the same line, Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda 
Skocpol (1985: 47–48) view the state as an organization “invested with 
the authority to make binding decisions for people and organizations 
juridically located in a particular territory and to implement those deci-
sions using, if necessary, force.” From a different angle and ideological 
persuasion, but from the same instrumentalist strand, Marxists scholars 
conceive of the state as an instrument of the dominant class—a mecha-
nism by which the dominant class legitimizes its authority and subju-
gates, exploits, and controls the dominated classes in society. According 
to this viewpoint, the state is not a neutral arbiter among social classes 
and forces but an instrument of the bourgeois class.

The third perspective to the conceptualization of the state dwells 
on its main features. The state is seen as that organization that pos-
sesses the following elements: (1) juridical sovereignty and authority; 
(2)  territory with formal boundaries; (3) population; (4) legal order 
and judicial system; (5) monopoly of the legitimate use of force and 
violence in society; and (6) public order. (7) recognition by other states 
within the international system.

While there are differing perspectives on the notion of the state, 
the interface between the state and society is usually a common area 
of agreement. The state exists within but superintends over society. 
In many cases, as Robert Fatton (1992: 3) noted, the state is usually 
grounded in society and ref lects necessarily society’s class relationships 
and power structure. States, as Joel Migdal (1987: 396–397) puts it, are 
“spawning organizations which exist within society that co- exist with 
many other formal and informal social organizations, from families 
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to tribes to large industrial enterprises. What distinguishes the state 
at least in the modern era, is that state officials seek predominance 
over these myriad other organizations.” Thomas Paine, writing about 
the relevance of society to the state, observed that state and govern-
ment complement society as society is central to human existence; 
it provides social order, man’s material needs, and a system of social 
affection, which no state can provide. In his words, “man is naturally 
a creature of society that it is almost impossible to put him out of 
it. . . . Government is no farther necessary than to supply the few cases 
to which society and civilization are not conveniently competent; and 
instances are not wanting to show, that everything which government 
can usefully add thereto, has been performed by the common consent 
of society, without government” (1996: 122). Being the overarching 
locus of power and authority in society, a state and its actions or inac-
tions have fundamental impact on society—its inter- group relations, 
material production, and class structure.

The economic system of a state consists of institutions and processes 
by which a society produces and distributes scarce material resources, 
and the control of economic resources provides a continuous and 
important base of power in society (Dye, 1983: 82). The state is central 
to the economic organization of society. Being the allocative agency, 
the state makes core economic decisions—the structure of the econ-
omy, the constitutive and regulative rules of economic production, the 
property regime, and the distribution of income and resources; hence 
class formation processes are largely inf luenced or determined by the 
state.

The state, therefore, plays a crucial role in shaping both the economy 
and society in any modern political community. The nature of a neo-
 liberal state defined by a market doctrine has implications for the con-
stitution of the economy, society, and politics, and in turn the conf licts 
and contradictions generated in such social formation. In a neo- liberal 
state, as Ake (2000: 27) averred, “the market subsumes society and 
consumer identity becomes the overriding identity, democratic poli-
tics, any politics for that matter, becomes difficult. This is so because 
the market is about self- seeking and private concerns; it is a moment 
of particularity. Democratic politics on the other hand, is the moment 
of universality. It is about collective enterprise, about how common 
concerns are to be addressed.” In addition, it is not only democratic 
politics that is challenged in a neo- liberal state; social harmony is also 
often impaired as inter- group and inter- class relations deteriorate as the 
interest and capacity of the state to promote and protect the “common 


