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Abstract 
Most countries in the world today are faced with the challenge of national 

development. Nigeria is in this quagmire. And most scholars have blamed its 

inability to wriggle itself out of this entrapment on leadership. While we do not 

contend with this position, this work excludes the elite group for blame. It also 

argues that the first step to national development is the human mind which is the 

main producer and sustainer of the physical referents often equated with national 

development which is a process of human civilization; hence the human person 

must take the main focus. In other words, several factors combine to development 

but the prime factor is the human element who must first be developed to be able 

to harness other factors. The contention of this paper is that the prime impediment 

to Nigeria’s development is the Nigerian elites who parade an attitude of 

intellectual and character wooliness. It therefore argues that the path to National 

development lies in the reversal of this trend by the elites through mental 

revolution. 
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Introduction  

Nigeria, like most countries, is caught in the web of underdevelopment. This has earned it 

such sobriquets as: “Third World”; “underdeveloped” and “developing.” By whatever 

description, the indisputable fact is that the standard of living of the average Nigerian is 

far below poverty line. There is poverty, corruption, illiteracy, diseases, environmental 

degradation, electoral impropriety, institutional malaise, insecurity, among others. These 

common features of the “third world” countries have remained a source of worry to the 

enlightened minds.  
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It is the aim of this paper to argue that the usual reference to leadership in our national 

development challenge is reductionist, and that development or lack of it in a nation is the 

challenge of the elite class which logically nests leaders. The elite group of a nation directs 

the course of things. Thus, every nation is a reflection of the quality of the elites. A nation 

cannot be classified as corrupt when the ruling elite are not corrupt and nations in conflict 

are nations which members of the elite group are also in conflict. Thus, whatever a nation 

is, no matter the system of government in place, it is what the elite group or the aristocratic 

group of the nation says it should be that it becomes. The nation draws its meaning from 

them and they justify its being. Frederick Nietzsche in Beyond Good and Evil opines that, 

“The essential thing in a good and healthy Aristocracy is, however, that it does not feel 

itself to be function (of the monarchy or of the commonwealth) but as their meaning and 

supreme justification…”1 

  

From the promethean time (the age when man first came into possession of his world 

through tools, fire and speech), the burden of civilization has been borne by the elite class. 

Even Nietzsche agreed with this view when he again states that “Every elevation of the 

type ‘man’ has hitherto been the work of an aristocratic society and so shall it always be...” 

As it is in individuals, so it is in nations, thus the burden of civilization of the world, of the 

development of the world, lies squarely in the hands of the elite nations in today’s 

globalized village- the world of unity of mankind which  consists in the fact that nothing 

essential can happen anywhere that does not concern all. The elite or aristocratic societies 

of the world mould and direct international weltanshuang (world view). This explains the 

internationalization of the democratic ideal, which has remained a burden projected by the 

world ruling elite nations. All norms and rules are legitimized by dominant world ruling 

dominant world views are views of the elite nations. Every considered higher culture on 

earth emanates from the elite. The continual overcoming of man from animal being (the 

beast) to human being, of recreating man, which has remained a constant feature of human 

civilization, has remained an elite project. Development in human society is not of 

inanimate beings but of man who harnesses raw materials for his use and the socialization 

of his kind to a harmonious social living. 

 

The second and equally important reason for this study is the fact that people easily 

associate national development with the presence of certain material variables or indices 

without considering the individual frame of mind or thought of social existence make 

possible observable features of national development. It is the elite group, ability to forge 

or inculcate that frame of mind, which makes pod pointer national development and 

where the elite group is bardã14t that frame of mind, National development even of the 
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material observable things will be lacking. Even then, where such observable features of 

national development are present, they are likely to suffer sustenance. 

 

National Development  

It would be too simplistic for us to say what National development, without a look at we 

mean by “national” and “development”. This more so because development is a many-

sided process and could be of, individual, a community, states, politics, culture or 

economy. Every individual, every society, yearns or craves for development. 

  

The term “National” has to do with nation, drawing it meaning form the latin word ‘natus’ 

and French word ‘nacion’ meaning to be born. Therefore, a nation is a historically born 

community of people.4 However, in modern times, notwithstanding the etymology; the 

term nation has not enjoyed unanimity in definition because the deflnien vary amongst 

political theorists. In any case, we here adopt Rupert Emerson’s definition as contained in 

his From Empire to Nation where he contends that, “the nation is a community of people 

who feel that they belong together in the double sense that they share deeply significant 

elements of a common heritage and that they have a destiny for the future.” Hence, 

“nation” involves or is an activity that affects the nation; a people of common heritage, as 

a whole, of all and a part. The problem of defining “development” in our search for 

national development is even a more cumbersome matter since the term “development” 

introduces some sort of technological element in its analysis because it carries along some 

end in it,6 and the end might vary with each user of the word because the end it carries is 

implied by the user. Development is derived from the word “develop” which is lexically 

describe as something which grows or changes over a period of time into a better, more 

advanced or more complete form.7 

 

Since development is about growth and change to a better mode, we will not waste our 

time for more definitional samples but to rely and adopt Efemini’s analysis of development 

as the quantitative and qualitative improvement in the material, emotional and spiritual 

conditions of human existence which must be sustainable and realizable in ways that are 

consistent with the protection of human dignity.8 Thus we cannot claim to have 

development when the growth, the improvement is not man, when it is not sustainable 

and when it is not realizable in ways consistent with the protection of human dignity. The 

absence of any one component of this analysis renders development claim in human 

environment suspect and bankrupt. 

  

National development can therefore be seen as the sustained improvement in both 

material and spiritual life of a nation, and which must be realizable in ways consistent with 
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the protection of human dignity. No wonder most writers have equated national 

development with either economic or political development or both. For instance, writers 

of the liberal economic laissez-faire school, following the intellectual tradition of Adams 

Smith have identified national development with material economic development which 

production, industrialization and accumulation of savings engender in a society.9  Political 

theorists have on the other hand argued that this kind of intellectual assumption 

underestimates the importance any primacy of political variables, especially the role of the 

state as a controlling institution- Marx’s superstructure. Every economic growth they 

maintain takes place within state boundaries and without security which states enjoy and 

which they provide to their citizens, economic growth which is identified with national 

development cannot take place.10 The importance of the state as a political institution must 

have informed the focus and equation of political development with national 

development, since it is believed that any form of growth existing in a state is politically 

directed. After all, national development plans have always been political affairs. 

 

However, we agree with Udoidem that what has been mentioned are modern observable 

indices of development in a nation, but what most scholars of this persuasion fail to point 

out is the condition necessary for these development observables. They fail to point out the 

prime mover. They forget the unwrapping of the person, the individual as a sine-qua non 

for national development. They forget that electricity, roads, health clinics and other 

convenience are by-products of community development in themselves and that 

community development consist in the peoples capacity to harness the resources within 

their reach, manipulate them to their advantage, and to do this, the individual must 

recognize the limitations of his individuality and learn to live together in peace and in co-

operative spirit with human beings.12 It is in appreciation of this human dimension of 

development that Omoregbe noted in his Knowing Philosophy that “to talk of national 

development is to talk primarily of the development of the human person”.13 It is also in 

this strand of thought that Ake speaks of development as “ the process of social 

transformation in which the people themselves are in charge of the process”14 

Development in social value, in the worth of man , is quintessential to national 

development and it is this reasoning that one can best interpret Martin Luther King Jr. 

When he held that, “the prosperity of a country depends not on the abundance of its 

revenue nor on the strength of its fortification, nor on the beauty of its public building but 

it consists in the number of cultivated citizens, its men of character and enlightenment.”15 

 

The beginning and the end of national development consists in the type of character of 

individuals involved in the nation such that a nation develops with the presence of a 

majority of citizens of good character and enlightenment which will make available the 
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observable of national development in such a manner that it will be sustainable and 

realizable. Thus, development must be consistent with the promotion of human dignity 

and not to devalue it. This means that development must be people-oriented and the 

burden of the focus rest on the elites. 

 

Elites and National Development 

G. Oka Orewa presented the leadership issue in the following words: 

...Nigeria has not had the leadership to drive it along a path of a socio-

political cohesion, ideological and religious appreciation of life’s mission 

and of a national economic programme which can give its people a 

reasonable standard of living by international standard.’16 

 

What has been said by Orewa is best summarized by Chinua Achebe thus: “the trouble 

with Nigeria is simply and squarely a failure of leadership”17 But who is a leader? Orewa 

offers a definition that appeals to us in these words: “He is anyone in a position by his 

words and action to influence others in adoption of desirable societal values in pursing the 

temporal or spiritual upliftment of himself and the community as a whole.”18 It is the 

responsibility of the leader who of course is any person in position to influence others in 

adoption of desirable societal values. But the issue is that the desirable societal values 

which a leader will by his word and action influence others to follow must first and 

foremost be generated and accepted by the elite group of an society. The elite class 

influences the action of leaders and creates the environment for leaders to influence others. 

It is this important place of elites in directing leadership that Achebe meant when he states 

that, “It is the duty of enlightened citizens to lead the way in their discovery and to create 

an atmosphere conductive to their emergence. If this conscious effort is not made, good 

leaders like good money, will be driven out by bad.”19  

 

We can only have leaders when the elite group is made up of, or majority of them are men 

of enlightened mind who can create the conductive environment with good influence. 

Where the reverse is the case, bad leadership follows. Hence, to place the problem of 

national development first on leaders is to make the issue too simplistic and veil the root 

of it. The elites occupy a very important place in the history of civilization. When Lenin 

said the idea of historical necessity does not, in the least, undermine the role of the 

individual since all history is made up of the actions of individuals who are undoubtedly 

active figures,20 he did not mean ordinary individuals but elites. There is elite group in 

every society,21 organization and even at global Level- in the comity of nations, there are 

elite nations. They are molders and builders of opinion which also involves the opinion 

and idea which is in any particular leader they favour. Who are to be classed as elites? 
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They are “the few that are considered socially, intellectually or professionally superior to 

the rest in a group or society.”22 According to Lipset and Solari, the term “was first used 

by seventeenth-century shopkeepers to describe their best quality merchandize.”22 

However, its referent has always been in societies from ancient times. In his blue print for 

the ideal state, Plato divided the city into three classes: artisans (farmers mechanics, 

tradesmen), auxiliaries (soldiers,) and guardians (government).23 The guardian class is the 

elite group of the society because of their special place in organizing the society virtuously, 

it is in recognizing the special and important place of elites in society that Aristotle, in the 

survey of the constitution available to him, preferred Aristocracy were authority lies in the 

hands of the few.24 The few in Aristotle’s view are the enlightened few (men of character 

and honour) and that is why he was worried of its perverted form; ‘oligarchy’ where few 

rulers use the city for their own advantage instead of seeking the city’s welfare which is 

national development. 

  

In the Igbo African traditional society, the place of elite and their roles are depicted in 

Chinua Achebe’s Things fall Apart when the missionaries asked for the king of the village 

and were answered thus; “we have men of high title and the chief priest and elders.”25 The 

men of high title were the elite group and this qualified Okonkwo and Obierika. It was 

held that, when they moved, the society moves; when they are divided, the society is 

divided and the people will have a choice; when they speak in one voice, the people have 

no choice. Thus, as we have argued earlier, the quality of elites present in a nation 

determines the nature of development of the nation? Elites may manifest in two groupings- 

the governing elite: which includes those who directly play a significant part in 

government and political life, and non-governing elite- those who have no significant role 

in government and politics.26 These include: professionals, university dons and business 

moguls. In any case, one thing that is clear in every human society is that there is the elite 

group and the non-elite group and the one knows the other. According to Amitai Etzioni, 

the elite is a societal control Centre which specializes in the cybernetic functions of 

knowledge-processing and decision-making, and in issuing controlling signals for social 

units. Elites refers to societal summit and not to personal qualities of an individual 

associated with leadership which members of elite group may or may not have.27 The elite 

group is the determiner of value and how it should be allocated. It determines the form of 

government that exist in a society and how it should be run. Ibrahim Babangida, 

comprehended the place of elites as determiners of values when he blamed Nigeria’s 

underdevelopment quagmire on the elites thus: 

 

The problem is rather the elite class, the people who think they know better how the 

country should be run. It is the elites who will tell you how Ministers should be appointed 
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to reflect geographical consideration. If you succeed in geographical balancing, then next 

question is religion. If you succeed in balancing in terms of the religious factor, the next 

question is how you relate to those around you.28 

  

Therefore, the actions and inactions of leaders are basically influenced by the elite class 

who signal actions and inactions and who make up the group that plunges a nation into 

crises when they are not listened to. Aristotle was therefore right when he observed many 

centuries ago that factions arise in an Aristocracy whenever there is a group of people who 

have convinced themselves that they are equals in virtue; when some great men, in no wit 

inferior in virtue, are dishonored by some who are more highly honored; and when a man 

of courage gets no share in hobour.29 Once the elite group in any society is in conflict, the 

society is in conflict. Both inter and intra society crises are championed and directed by the 

elite group.  

 

It follows that the clog in the wheel of national development is the elite class, which 

controls the politics and economy of a nation. The elites in Nigeria believe in the 

Nietzchean position that:  

 

Exploitation does not pertain to a corrupt or imperfect or primitive society: it pertains to 

the essence of the living thing as a fundamental organic function. It is a consequence of the 

intrinsic will to power which is precisely the will to life.30  

 

They see exploitation of their fellow men, of their nation as natural. The character of the 

Nigerian elite is old fashioned. It is the type of character that is appropriate to an age of 

unavoidable scarcity, but is not applicable to our time when whatever scarcity that exist, 

is due to our stupidity and lack of intelligence.31 The founding fathers of Nigeria were 

moulded with this old fashioned thought of Nietzchean exploitation which sees the state 

as existing for them and for their benefit, by the colonialist who invented Nigeria for that 

exact purpose. Achebe after examing the views of Azikiwe and Awolowo, painted an 

exploitative thoughts of these post-colonial rulers thus, “thoughts such as these are more 

likely to produce aggressive millionaires than selfless leaders of their people and at the 

end inclines the fledging state of disorderly growth and mental deficiency”  

 

These post-colonial patriarchs transmitted these warped mental orientations to succeeding 

generations. And such materialistic and exploitative thought, of what one can gain from a 

nation rather than what by one can contribute to its growth does not promote, but negate 

national he development. Such thoughts cannot propel one to appreciate the purpose of 

industry which Tawney maintains is “the conquest of nature at for the service of man”33 
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But will see it “as an opportunity for personal gain ho or advancement or display”34 which 

is the reason why the “the economic ne life of modern societies is in perpetual state of 

morbid irritation.”35 Where 3re this effaces, humanity is detached from the service of 

industry and is in rather considered as part of nature to be conquered by the elites. 

 

Conclusion  

Leaders, it appears, constitute the main barrier to national development in Nigeria, but to 

leave the matter at that without further probing is too naive. It seems therefore implausible 

that elites direct the actions of leaders. The elite group moulds and sharpens the opinions 

which the leader uses in leading a nation. Nigeria, like other nations, is elite-driven and 

that is why, with all the changes made in leadership, with the generational age of the 

nation, it is still as backward as a starter. It follows that for national development to be in 

Nigeria, Nigerian elites must be conscious of the determining roes which they perform in 

nation building. Our elite must be sensitive and considerate and must think of the nation 

as one family and further our common interest by the intelligent use of  

- national resources towards prosperity. Our elites must believe in the he worth of the 

human person and live above the materialistic and exploitative wooliness, which our post-

colonial rulers inherited from the colonialists. Economic transformation initiatives will not 

achieve the desired deliverables if the people are bankrupt of socio-political morality 

which is the component part of national development and civilization. The need for that 

mental revolution is now or a mass revolution will be inevitable.  
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