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Abstract 
The paper intends to address the challenges of poor governance in the 

contemporary society. Most countries in the world exist in a chaotic state due to 

dictatorial tendencies. It is a truism that we experience on a daily basis a lot of 

challenges that emanate from dictatorship. Albert Camus illustrates in his play 

Caligula, the problems of Kangaroo government such as abuse of human rights, 

indiscriminate killing, dehumanization, socio-political injustice and the 

irresponsiveness of government to major challenges of humanity. Our major 

concern is to unveil the major challenges of dictatorship in governance as 

portrayed by Camus in Caligula in 1945.The irrationality of most leaders is the 

tributary of  the emergence of  injustice and violence communal clashes and global 

wars that result to indiscriminate killings and the destruction of properties. It is 

indeed in view of these dictatorial tendencies that we have adopted the philosophy 

of absurd by Albert Camus to recapture the irrationality in human conduct. The 

paper has adopted the analytical approach which has helped us to logically 

present the fundamental challenges of governance which cause the majority of 

people to live in misery. The paper concludes by reawakening our consciousness, 

increasing our self-determination and the sense of patriotism.  Finally, the paper 

recommends constructive criticism of bad governance and the restructuring of 

government policies to better the lot of the citizenry. 
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Introduction  

The human thoughts are apparent through our actions or conduct. Our overt individual 

or collective actions are mostly precarious and indeed, a justification of the irrational 

nature of mankind. The unreasonableness in the universe is caused by the human actions, 

the human conduct, behaviour or attitude. In the view of Albert Camus in The myth of 

Sisyphus, it is the human confrontation that renders the world absurd. The world itself is 

not absurd. It is pertinent to note that the domineering spirit of a good number of people 

in the contemporary society is a blast of the dictatorial tendencies in governance. This 

challenge starts in our houses, districts, clans, local governments and spread 

indiscriminately to states and countries as well as the international communities. Most 

social conundrums are due to the intents and purposes of dictators. 

 

Dictatorial governments are tyrannical and brutal. A dictator is known by his or her actions 

which are to some extent dehumanizing and deadly. If philosophers are known by their 

volumes of good works, dictators are known by their draconian laws. Leaders therefore 

are expected to exhibit their charisma. It is in view of this that Jean-Jacques Rousseau calls 

for social contract where our wills are being subdued to a leader for good governance.  

 

Good governance promotes peace and security of lives and properties. Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau calls for the social contract that will transform the sociopolitical and economic 

conditions of the people. In the view of A.H Brick, Jean-Jacques Rousseau is one of the least 

systematic  political thinkers, but he is also one of the most perceptive. In his Contract Social, 

he not only adduced persuasive argument in favour of a political system in which 

government would be based on the popular will but also indicated the difficulties inherent 

in such an arrangement and such that special social and political conditions that would be 

required for its success (33). 

 

The social and political conditions determine the transcendental effect of governance as it 

affects the social and political life of the subjects. According to Rousseau, the success of 

any administration depends greatly on its positive effects on human life. John Cruikshank 

in French literature and its background acknowledges the greatness of man and his human 

condition by relating it to the views of Voltaire and Rousseau. He says: 

 

However, if we turn from Voltaire the philosopher to Voltaire the 

philosopher, a very different picture emerges and we begin to see how the 

greatness of man transcends, his limitation as a systematic thinker. ‘Jean-

Jacques n’écrit que pour écrire’, he once wrote ‘moi j’écris pour agir’ and 

if the statement if unfair to Rousseau, it reveals the essence of Voltaire. His 
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immense energy was primarily directed not towards a theoretical 

understanding of man and the universe, but towards the practical 

amelioration of the human condition; contemplation was all very well, but 

what really mattered was action (7 – 8). 

 

John Cruikshank is of the opinion that the fundamental issue in life is the courage and the 

action which are embedded in our ethical behaviour. There should be aimed at 

ameliorating the human condition. A good psychological disposition of a leader and the 

subjects can create a balance in our emotional status and happiness. 

 

Albert Camus portrays Caligula as the governor of the Roman Empire whose 

administration was dictatorial in nature. He fails to better the lot of his people. His 

administration lacks merits because he fails to provide adequate and meaningful 

leadership to bring leadership to his people. Bernard Berolsky in Free will and determination 

states that  

 

when a man needlessly injures others, society by punishment injures 

him”, it administers to him a specimen of what he has given to others. 

This, it says, is the nature of your act to give men suffering like this. They 

rebel at it as you rebel at this. You have to be made more acutely conscious 

of the other side, the side of the feelings and the force that you have 

outraged (93). 

 

Clarification of Terms 

Governance: Governance entails decision making process and its implementation. The 

decision making process and the implementation are embedded within the three arms of 

government: the legislative, the executive, and the judiciary. 

 

Good governance: Good governance implies quick responsiveness of government to the 

yearnings and aspiration of her people for the effective management of both human and 

material resources for the benefit of all. It is a functional government. It is based on the rule 

of law which expresses impartial legal systems that protect the human rights, liberties and 

the civic responsibilities of all citizens. 

 

Dictatorship: Dictatorship is an authoritarian and Kangaroo government. It is 

characterized by a leader that is intolerant and above the rule of law. He suppresses the 

rights of individuals. He has absolute powers. Dictators use intimidation, fraud, terror, 

force and mass propaganda in order to win and sustain public support. 
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Transcendental effects of dictatorship: This implies the long-lasting austerity measures 

that are experienced by citizens from a pseudo-democratic leader who is anti-human. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This research work has adopted the theory of Absurd. Absurd is the theory that entails the 

conflict that emanates from the human tendency to search inherent value and meaning in 

life and the inability of human beings to find any. It is the futile search for knowledge and 

clarity of meaning in the unintelligible world, devoid of God. According to Khalid Karim, 

“Camus’ theory of absurd”, absurd does not mean logically impossible, but humanly 

impossible (web). It is the meaninglessness of life. It is the nudity of life and the emptiness 

of human existence. In The myth of Sisyphus, absurd is the potent image of futility, it is a 

futile search of man for the clarity of meaning and purpose in the irrational world. 

 

We have also adopted the analytical approach. According to Carl Jung in Analytical 

psychology: definition, theory & practice video with lesson”, the analytical approach is the 

approach that guarantees the integration of personal experiences with historical cultural 

symbolism (web). The analytical approach has helped us to critically consider the basic 

elements of dictatorship in the play – Caligula and also to show its transcendental effect on 

the life of his subjects. It has equally helped us to consider the torture and indiscriminate 

killing in the play. 

 

Analysis 

The play depicts pessimisms and absurdity of human life that emanates from the 

dictatorship of Caligula. Caligula is the principal character in the play. He is the Emperor 

of the Roman Empire. He is a tyrant who defines death through one of his poets, Scipio as 

“the pursuer of human comfort and joy that appease the heart. Scipio the poet describes 

death as the “pursuit of happiness that purifies the heart, skies ripping with light, o wild, 

sweet, festal joys, frenly without hope” (86). 

 

This entails the emptiness, nothingness and on a higher mood, the absurdity of human 

existence. Being sacrilegious and pessimistic, he bastardizes his kingdom by the abuse of 

human rights, brutal indiscriminate and indiscriminate killing. 

 

Caligula places himself above the laws of the land. His powers are not subject to the 

constitution. Caligula deprives his citizens of their rights. He ascribes freedom to himself 

alone, acknowledges his supremacy and expresses his unlimited freedom as illustrated in 

a dialogue: 
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Caligula: No Scipio. An Emperor’s vocation. (He lets himself sink 

back wearily amongst the customs). Ah! My dears, at the 

last, I’ve come to see the uses of supremacy. It gives 

impossibilities a run. From this day onward, so long as 

life is mine, my freedom has no frontier. 

Caesonia: [sadly] I doubt if this discovery of yours will make us any 

happier (21) 

 

The supremacy and absolute freedom of Emperor becomes worrisome and questionable. 

Caesonia is conscious of the limitation placed on the rights of subjects. He imposes his will 

on his subjects and deprives them of their rights. 

 

Life becomes unbearable in the Roman Empire. The King has no room for apologies. 

Caligula finds it difficult to forgive. In the play, Caligula, he refuses to accept the pleading 

for his course. This is reflected in a dialogue between Chearea and Caligula: 

 

Caligula: Liars are never guiltless. And yours attribute importance 

to people to things. That is what cannot forgive you. 

Chearea: And yet, since this world is the only one we have, why 

not plead its course? 

Caligula: Your pleading comes too late, the verdict’s given… This 

world has no importance, once a man realizes that, he 

wins his freedom. And that is why I hate you, you and 

your kind, because you are not free. You see in me the one 

free man in the whole Roman Empire (21). 

 

This illustrates one of the qualities of a dictator. He is stouthearted, brutal and vindictive. 

This quality can be seen in most of our leaders today.  

 

A good number of our leaders make rash and absolute decisions. All they desire is total 

submissiveness. This can be seen in Caligula where Caesonia subdues his will to that of the 

Roman Emperor. Caesonia says “I will do whatever you will. At my age, one knows that 

life’s a sad business. But why deliberately set out to make it worse”? (21). It is a question 

of helplessness which craves for a change in attitude of our leaders. Their dictates and 

commands must be obeyed. This case can be seen in Caligula’s speech “come here, all of 

you. Nearer, your Emperor commands you to come nearer… an end of memories, no more 

masks, nothing, nobody left, nobody! No, that’s not true, look Caesonia, come here all of 

you and look… (26). The King’s action is quirky. He is inhuman. He is a very proud leader 
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that exercises a lot of powers with no respect for the civil rights and responsibilities of his 

subjects. 

 

The challenges of dictatorship are enormous. They confiscate the goods of their subjects 

indiscriminately, thereby leaving them in anguish. His dictates are dehumanizing and 

destructive. There are sporadic killings. The system is based on these unscrupulous 

attitudes. In the novel, the first patrician raises the consciousness of his people by revealing 

the evils committed by Caligula the Emperor. The first patrician says to “Scipio and 

Octavius:  

 

He confiscated your property, patricians. He killed your father, Scipio. 

He’s taken you wife from you, Octavius and forced her to work in his 

public brothel. He has killed your sons, Lepidus. I ask you gentlemen, can 

you endure this? I, anyhow, have made my mind up, I known the risks, 

but I also known this life of abject fear is quite unbearable, worse, than 

death, in fact. As I said, my mind’s made up. He made my mind up for me 

when he had my father put to death (27 – 28). 

 

Caligula is very stoic. He is a sadist. He chooses to cause pains in the lives of his subjects 

rather than happiness. He believes that happiness thrives on bloodshed. Caligula believes 

in killing. He says: there must be two kinds of happiness, and I have chosen the murderous 

kind, for I am happy. There was a time when I thought I’d reached the extremity of pain, 

but no one can go further yet. Beyond the frontier of pain lies a splendid, sterile happiness 

(92). 

 

The reawakening of the consciousness sparked off actions against the Emperor. The 

patricians revolt against the draconian rules and Kangaroo government of Caligula. They 

conspired against the Kingdom. We shall take a look at their plot against him in a dialogue: 

 

First patrician: It’s outrageous the way he’s treating us. 

The old patrician: He calls me “darling” in public. Mind you – just to make 

a laughing stock of me. Death’s too good for him. 

First patrician: and fiercely making us run beside his litter when he goes 

into the country. 

Second patrician: He says the exercise will do us good. 

The old Patrician: You’re right. That’s precisely the sort of thing one can’t 

forgive (27) 
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Due to the plot, the Empire is divided into two conflicting camps of the patricians who 

oppose the canonistic tendencies and dictates of Caligula, and the intendants who are loyal 

to the Emperor. 

 

The patricians assume courage to fight for their rights. The first patrician persuades his 

camps to look beyond death. They should take up the action even if it means to die in the 

act. He says “if it’s only to have us killed – like so many others, why all these 

preliminaries?” (74). What matters is their revolt against Caligula for their liberation. Most 

people in our contemporary society revolt when surging actions become unbearable. The 

actions of the patricians in the Roman Empire of Caligula are epitome of the sociopolitical 

conflict we experience today in different countries in the world. The conflict continues to 

blast. This episodic conflict situation is expressed in the dialogue between the third 

patrician and Caligula: 

 

Third Patrician: (Vaguely uneasy) but – where are they taking me? 

Caligula: Why? To your death, of course. You generous offer was 

accepted, and I feel better already. Even that nasty taste 

of blood in my mouth has gone. You’ve cured me, 

Cassius. It’s been miraculous and how proud you feel of 

having worked the miracle by laying your life down for 

your friend – especially when that friend’s none other 

than Caligula! So now, you see me quite myself again, 

and all ready for a festive night. 

Third Patrician: (Shrieking as he is dragged away). No! No! I don’t want 

to die. You can’t be serious! (80 – 81) 

 

The rebels consolidate their efforts to reclaim their dignity and sociopolitical values. Their 

dreadful attack triggers the reactions of the Emperor. He expresses his feelings by saying: 

 

I don’t know. In only know that, if you’re with me still, it’s because all 

those nights we’ve had together, nights of fierce, joyless pleasure, it’s 

because you alone know me as I am. I’m twenty-nine. Not a great age 

really, but today when nonetheless my life seems so long, so crowded with 

scraps and shreds of my past selves, so complete in fact, you remain the 

cost witness. And I can’t avoid a sort of shameful tenderness for the old 

woman that you soon will be (91). 
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Caligula regrets his stinginess of fate. That is being loyal to himself and unfaithful to his 

subjects. He acknowledges his failure. In his shrude contact with the reality of his actions, 

Caligula finally regrets his actions. He knows that leadership is persuasive and democratic, 

but not torture; just like what Stephano says in Tragical comical historical pastoral; “do not 

torment me prithee, I will bring my wood home faster” (44). Caligula also admits his 

failure by saying: 

 

“I have stretched out my hands but it’s always you I find, you only, confronting me and I 

have come to you. I have chosen a wrong path, a path that leads to nothing. My freedom 

is not the right one… Nothing, nothing yet, oh, how oppressive is this darkness!... Helicon 

has not come; we shall be forever guilty. The air tonight is heavy as the sum of human 

sorrows… (94). 

 

Conclusion  

 It is a truism that the dictatorial tendencies and deeds of Caligula have proved the fact 

that absolute power corrupts absolutely, it is therefore a lesson to be learnt by every 

responsible man that is in authority. It is pertinent to note that leaders who are power-

drunk and mischievous are bound to crash. Leaders must operate within the ethical 

framework of justice, honesty and patriotism. They must accommodate their subjects and 

equally be responsible to their yearnings by providing good governance. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Leaders should avoid canonistic tendencies. 

2. They shouldn’t be power drunk. 

3. Leaders should imbibe the spirit of patriotism. 

4. They should be responsible to the yearnings and aspirations of their subjects. 

5. Stinginess of fate, leads to absolute freedom and disloyalty. Therefore, every 

responsible man that is saddled with power must avoid the stinginess of fate. 

6. The fundamental objective of any leader should be good governance. 

7. The subjects should also be loyal to their leaders. 

8. The use of security agents to intimidate and win popularity and support should 

be totally eliminated in leadership, in order to avoid anarchy. 

9. Both the leaders and the subjects should consciously be subordinated to an 

overriding concern of moral improvement and practical amelioration of the 

human condition, instead of vengeance, torture and killing. 
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