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Abstract

Nigeria’s democratic experience! While democratic governance presupposes the protection of
fundamental rights and freedoms, the Nigerian state often exercises expansive powers in the
name of national security, public order, and political stability. Adopting an analytical method,
this study examines how the balance between individual freedom and state authority is
negotiated within Nigeria’s democratic framework, with particular attention to constitutional
provisions, institutional practices, and historical legacies of authoritarian rule. Drawing on
liberal democratic theory and empirical examples from Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, the study
argues that weak institutions, executive dominance, and security-driven governance have
frequently tilted the balance in favor of state power at the expense of civil liberties. The paper
further contends that sustainable democratic consolidation in Nigeria depends on strengthening
the rule of law, ensuring judicial independence, expanding civic space, and fostering a
democratic culture that respects both individual rights and legitimate state authority. Ultimately,
the study underscores that liberty and authority are not mutually exclusive but must be carefully
harmonized to secure democratic legitimacy and political stability in Nigeria.
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Introduction

In every democratic society, the relationship between liberty and authority remains a central
concern, shaping how citizens live, express them, and interact with the state. In Nigeria, this
balance is particularly significant given the country’s complex political history, diverse
population, and evolving democratic institutions. The tension between protecting individual
freedoms and maintaining state authority often defines the strength and legitimacy of
governance. While liberty emphasizes the rights of individuals to think, speak, and act without
undue interference, authority represents the power of the state to enforce laws, ensure order, and
promote collective welfare.
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Since Nigeria’s return to democratic rule in 1999, efforts have been made to institutionalize civil
liberties such as freedom of expression, association, and movement. However, these freedoms
are sometimes challenged by state actions justified in the name of national security, public order,
or political stability. This creates a delicate situation where too much authority risks suppressing
fundamental rights, while excessive liberty without regulation may lead to disorder and weaken
state structures.

The Nigerian experience highlights the need for a careful and continuous negotiation between
these two forces. Issues such as press freedom, police power, electoral integrity, and civic
participation often bring this tension to the forefront. In practice, achieving balance requires
strong legal frameworks, independent institutions, and an informed citizenry capable of holding
leaders accountable. This study explores how Nigeria can sustain a democratic system that
respects individual liberty while preserving the authority necessary for national cohesion and
development. It argues that neither liberty nor authority should dominate absolutely; rather, a
harmonious balance is essential for democratic stability and social progress.

On the Nature of Individual Freedom of Expression and the Media

Individual freedom of expression is a fundamental right in democratic societies, forming the
basis for informed citizen participation, public accountability, and political pluralism. This
freedom encompasses the right to hold opinions, receive information, and communicate ideas
without interference from the state or other actors. The media comprising print, broadcast, and
digital platforms serves as the primary conduit through which freedom of expression is exercised
in modern democracies. By disseminating information, providing spaces for debate, and enabling
the circulation of diverse viewpoints, the media operationalizes the principles of free expression
and contributes to the transparency and responsiveness of governance structures. Scholars such
as Siebert et al. note that:

Freedom of expression is not absolute but is contextualized within legal, ethical, and
societal frameworks. Legal instruments such as constitutions and international human
rights treaties protect individuals against censorship, yet also recognize limitations in
cases involving defamation, incitement to violence, or threats to national security UN
Human Rights Committee (Siebert et al. 45-47).

In practice, the media functions as both a facilitator and a check on individual expression: it
empowers citizens to communicate ideas widely while also mediating access to information
through editorial and institutional filters. The balance between unrestricted expression and
societal responsibilities often defines the health of a democratic polity.

In the Nigerian context, the media has historically played a critical role in shaping public
discourse and asserting individual freedoms. Thus, Ibrahim is of the opinion that:
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During periods of military rule, journalists and media organizations often faced
censorship, intimidation, and outright closure, severely limiting press freedom and public
discourse. These repressive measures constrained citizens’ ability to express dissenting
views, access alternative perspectives, and hold authorities accountable, thereby
fostering a climate of fear, self-censorship, and political apathy that weakened
democratic culture and undermined the development of an informed and engaged
citizenry (Ibrahim 72).

The return to civilian governance has expanded the scope of freedom of expression, yet
challenges persist, including government regulations, political pressures, and economic
constraints that influence media independence. These conditions illustrate that individual
freedom of expression is both a legal entitlement and a social practice, contingent on institutional
structures, cultural norms, and the operational environment of the media. Theoretical
perspectives further highlight the centrality of media in sustaining individual freedoms.
According to McQuail:

The fourth estate concept posits that the media functions as an independent watchdog,
ensuring that both state and non-state actors remain accountable to the public by
investigating abuses of power, exposing corruption, and informing citizens of matters of
public interest. Through this oversight role, the media strengthens transparency,
promotes good governance, and supports the effective functioning of democratic
institutions (McQuail 98-101).

By amplifying marginalized voices, promoting debate, and exposing abuses of power, the media
strengthens democratic participation and the public’s capacity for autonomous decision-making.
However, the effectiveness of media in promoting freedom of expression is contingent on
equitable access to information, literacy levels, and technological infrastructure, all of which
influence how individuals exercise their rights in practice.

Thus, the nature of individual freedom of expression is deeply intertwined with media structures,
regulatory frameworks, and socio-political realities. Protecting this freedom requires not only
legal guarantees but also institutional support for independent media, pluralistic discourse, and
access to diverse information sources. In contemporary democratic societies, the media is not
merely a channel for communication; it is a central pillar in enabling citizens to exercise
autonomy, participate in governance, and realize the substantive dimensions of freedom of
expression.

Freedom of Association and Assembly

Freedom of association and assembly is a fundamental component of democratic governance,
enabling individuals to organize collectively, express common interests, and participate in public
life. This right encompasses the ability to form, join, or leave organizations, political parties,
unions, and civil society groups without interference, as well as the right to gather peacefully for
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protests, demonstrations, or deliberative forums (Dahl 132-34). Together, these freedoms
empower citizens to influence policy, hold authorities accountable, and advocate for social,
economic, and political change. They are recognized as essential for pluralism, civic
engagement, and the protection of other civil liberties, including freedom of expression and
political participation.

Legal protections for these freedoms exist at both national and international levels. Article 20 of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms that “everyone has the right to freedom of
peaceful assembly and association,” while similar guarantees are enshrined in most democratic
constitutions, including Nigeria’s 1999 Constitution (United Nations, Universal Declaration).
Such protections aim to safeguard citizens against arbitrary state interference, coercion, or
repression, ensuring that collective action remains a legitimate instrument of political expression
and social mobilization. In practice, however, Heywood argue that:

These freedoms are often constrained by political, legal, and socio-economic factors.
Governments may impose restrictions on assemblies or associations under the pretext of
maintaining public order, national security, or morality (Heywood 87).

In Nigeria, for example, authorities have occasionally limited protest activities through licensing
requirements, policing measures, or outright bans, particularly during periods of political tension.
While some regulation is necessary to prevent violence or disruption, excessive or selective
restrictions can undermine democratic participation, restrict civil society development, and erode
public trust in governance institutions. Putnam’s scholarly perspectives highlight that:

The meaningful exercise of these rights is closely linked to broader structural conditions.
Access to organizational resources, social capital, and political networks influences
individuals’ ability to form or join associations effectively (Putnam 211).

Similarly, education, civic awareness, and media coverage play critical roles in ensuring that
assemblies serve as inclusive, informed, and peaceful forums for citizen engagement. Without
such supportive conditions, freedom of association and assembly may exist in law but remain
limited in practice.

Eventually, it will be noted that, freedom of association and assembly is a cornerstone of
participatory democracy. It allows citizens to mobilize collectively, articulate shared interests,
and engage with political and social institutions in ways that strengthen accountability and
pluralism. Protecting these rights requires a balance between legitimate regulation and respect
for citizens’ autonomy, ensuring that collective action remains a viable and meaningful avenue
for democratic expression.
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Digital Rights and Online Civic Engagement

Digital rights, broadly defined, encompass the entitlements of individuals to access, use, and
share information in digital spaces while being protected from censorship, surveillance, or
discrimination. These rights are increasingly recognized as essential to the exercise of
fundamental civil liberties in the 21st century, including freedom of expression, access to
information, and the right to participate in public affairs (MacKinnon 12). In democratic
societies, online platforms social media, blogs, forums, and digital news outlets have become
critical arenas for civic engagement, enabling citizens to mobilize, deliberate, and advocate on
social and political issues. According to Diamond & Plattner:

The Internet provides unprecedented opportunities for marginalized communities to
participate in public discourse and for activists to coordinate collective action across
geographic and social boundaries. Digital platforms amplify previously excluded voices,
facilitate rapid information sharing, and enable grassroots mobilization, thereby
reducing barriers to civic participation. When effectively utilized, these technologies can
strengthen social movements, enhance political inclusion, and challenge entrenched
power structures within society (Diamond & Plattner 89-91).

Thus, scholar like Shkabatur argued in support of the above that:

Digital rights are not automatically guaranteed by access alone; they require legal
protection, institutional oversight, and public awareness. Ensuring digital rights involves
safeguarding freedom of expression online, protecting personal data and privacy, and
preventing undue state or corporate interference (Shkabatur 4).

In contexts where governments exercise regulatory control over online content, restrict social
media, or implement surveillance programs, the exercise of digital civic engagement can be
severely constrained. For example, Morozov avers that:

Shutdowns of social media platforms or the selective enforcement of cybercrime
legislation in some countries have been used to limit dissenting voices, demonstrating the
fragile nature of online freedoms. Such measures restrict information flows, suppress
political opposition, and weaken civic engagement, revealing how digital spaces, despite
their potential for openness, remain vulnerable to state control and authoritarian
manipulation (Morozov 57-59).

In Nigeria, online civic engagement has become a vital component of contemporary democracy.
Movements such as #EndSARS, which mobilized citizens nationwide against police brutality,
illustrate how digital platforms can amplify public voices, foster awareness, and coordinate
protests in ways that traditional media cannot (Omenugha et al. 45). Digital tools allow citizens
to participate in governance, monitor elections, advocate for policy reforms, and hold public
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officials accountable, highlighting the transformative potential of online spaces for democratic
participation. However, Nwabueze is of the view that:

The uneven distribution of digital access due to economic, geographic, and
infrastructural disparities poses significant challenges. Rural populations, women, and
low-income citizens often have limited access to the Internet, constraining the inclusivity
of digital civic engagement (Nwabueze 101).

Ultimately, protecting digital rights is integral to sustaining democratic participation in the
information age. Legal frameworks, inclusive infrastructure, digital literacy programs, and
vigilant civil society oversight are necessary to ensure that citizens can exercise their rights
online safely, freely, and effectively. Digital spaces, when protected and accessible, expand the
scope of civic engagement, foster participatory governance, and enhance the capacity of citizens
to influence public life in meaningful ways.

Civil Society Organizations and Democratic Accountability

Civil society organizations (CSOs) are critical intermediaries between the state and citizens,
playing a central role in promoting transparency, accountability, and citizen participation in
democratic governance. These organizations, which include advocacy groups, professional
associations, human rights organizations, and community-based initiatives, function as
mechanisms through which citizens collectively articulate interests, monitor government
performance, and demand responsiveness from political authorities (Putnam 90-92). By
facilitating civic engagement, CSOs help to bridge the gap between formal institutions and the
public, ensuring that political power is exercised in alignment with social needs and democratic
norms.

Our study of civil society organizations and democratic accountability stresses that CSOs
enhance democratic accountability through multiple channels. First, they monitor government
policies, expenditures, and service delivery, thereby acting as watchdogs against corruption and
mismanagement (Diamond 110-11). Second, they mobilize citizens to participate in political
processes, including elections, public hearings, and policy advocacy campaigns. Third, CSOs
contribute to political education by providing information on rights, governance structures, and
policy developments, strengthening the capacity of citizens to make informed decisions (Fung &
Wright 66). These activities reinforce the principle that accountability in democracy is not solely
the responsibility of elected officials but is a shared process involving active citizen oversight.

In the Nigerian context, CSOs have been instrumental in promoting democratic accountability,
particularly in areas such as electoral monitoring, anti-corruption advocacy, and human rights
protection. Omotola argue that:

Organizations like the Transition Monitoring Group (TMG) and the Policy and Legal
Advocacy Centre (PLAC) have deployed observer missions, conducted civic education
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programs, and engaged in policy dialogues with government institutions to improve
transparency and strengthen electoral integrity (Omotola 72—74).

These initiatives demonstrate that civil society can both complement and pressure formal
political structures, ensuring that governance aligns more closely with citizens’ interests and
legal standards.

However, the effectiveness of CSOs is conditioned by structural and political factors. Limited
funding, restrictive regulations, and political intimidation can hinder their operations, while
unequal access to resources can reinforce the influence of more prominent organizations over
smaller, grassroots initiatives. Additionally, Lewis argue that:

The accountability of CSOs themselves is increasingly recognized as a necessary
condition for credibility, as internal governance, transparency, and responsiveness to
stakeholders determine their legitimacy as advocates for democratic oversight (Lewis
55).

Overall, civil society organizations play a pivotal role in enhancing democratic accountability by
facilitating citizen engagement, monitoring state performance, and advocating for responsive
governance. By fostering participatory practices, CSOs ensure that democracy functions as a
system of shared responsibility between citizens and institutions, highlighting that sustainable
democratic governance depends on both institutional mechanisms and active civic involvement.

Executive Dominance and Abuse of Power

Executive dominance refers to a political condition in which the executive branch of government
typically led by a president or prime minister exercises disproportionate authority over the
legislature, judiciary, and other state institutions. When unchecked, this concentration of power
can lead to abuse, undermining democratic accountability, the rule of law, and the separation of
powers (Linz 112-14). Executive abuse of power manifests in various forms, including arbitrary
decision-making, disregard for constitutional limits, manipulation of public resources,
suppression of opposition, and interference with judicial and legislative processes. Such practices
erode institutional checks and balances and weaken mechanisms designed to protect citizens’
rights and promote transparent governance.

In the Nigerian context, executive dominance has been a recurrent feature of both military and
civilian regimes. Adejumobi argue that:

During military rule, executives exercised near-absolute authority, dissolving
legislatures, curtailing judicial independence, and suppressing civil liberties. Even in
democratic periods, scholars have observed patterns of executive overreach, including
the discretionary use of public funds, politicization of appointments, and control over
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electoral institutions, which can entrench incumbent power and reduce accountability
(Adejumobi 98-100).

This dominance often translates into a centralization of authority that limits the capacity of other
state organs to check executive decisions effectively.

The abuse of power is frequently facilitated by weak institutional frameworks, political
patronage networks, and limited civic oversight. Political elites may exploit administrative
discretion to secure loyalty, manipulate public policy, or undermine opposition, thereby
consolidating executive authority (Joseph 67—69). In such environments, formal democratic
institutions exist in name but are weakened in practice, leading to a situation where governance
is more reflective of elite interests than of public accountability. Scholars argue that sustained
executive dominance not only jeopardizes democratic consolidation but also fosters corruption,
political instability, and social disillusionment.

Addressing executive abuse requires both structural and civic interventions. Strengthening
institutional independence, enhancing legislative and judicial oversight, and empowering civil
society and media watchdogs are essential for rebalancing executive power. Constitutional
safeguards, transparent governance mechanisms, and active citizen participation are equally
critical in constraining executive overreach and promoting accountability. Ultimately, mitigating
executive dominance is central to ensuring that democratic governance operates according to
principles of equity, rule of law, and citizen-centered accountability.

On the Weak Institutions and Selective Enforcement of Laws

The effectiveness of democratic governance is closely linked to the strength and impartiality of
state institutions. Weak institutions characterized by limited capacity, inadequate resources, and
insufficient autonomy undermine the consistent application of laws and allow for selective
enforcement that favors political elites, entrenched interests, or influential groups. Selective
enforcement occurs when laws are applied inconsistently, arbitrarily, or strategically to suppress
opposition, protect allies, or consolidate power. According to “North This practice erodes public
trust in legal frameworks, compromises the rule of law, and fosters a political culture in which
accountability is contingent on status or connections rather than legal principles” (North 45-47).

In the Nigerian context, the selective enforcement of laws is often associated with institutional
fragility, bureaucratic inefficiency, and political interference. Studies have documented cases
where anti-corruption legislation, electoral regulations, or criminal statutes are enforced
unevenly, targeting opposition figures while ignoring violations by those in power. This selective
application of the law undermines the rule of law, erodes public trust in institutions, and
reinforces perceptions of politicized justice, thereby weakening democratic accountability and
entrenching elite dominance (Omotola 102-104).
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Similarly, weak judicial capacity, limited investigative resources, and politicization of regulatory
agencies contribute to the perception and reality that laws are applied inconsistently. These
structural weaknesses undermine citizens’ confidence in governance and diminish incentives for
compliance, creating a cycle in which institutional weakness perpetuates abuse of power.
Ibrahim argue that:

Weak institutions also exacerbate social and economic inequalities. When enforcement is
selective, marginalized groups are often left without protection, while elites benefit from
impunity. This dynamic reinforces power asymmetries and limits the capacity of citizens
to hold officials accountable (Ibrahim 73-75).

Moreover, the perception of bias in law enforcement can fuel political apathy, reduce civic
participation, and weaken the social contract between the state and its citizens.

Addressing the challenges posed by weak institutions and selective enforcement requires both
structural reforms and cultural change. Strengthening institutional autonomy, ensuring adequate
resourcing, improving transparency, and promoting professional integrity among enforcement
agencies are critical steps. Legal reforms should be complemented by active civil society
oversight, independent media monitoring, and citizen engagement initiatives to ensure that laws
are applied consistently and equitably. By reinforcing institutional capacity and impartiality,
democracies can safeguard the rule of law, enhance accountability, and promote trust between
citizens and the state.

Protest Movements and State Response (e.g., #EndSARS)

Protest movements are a critical mechanism through which citizens express dissent, demand
accountability, and advocate for political and social change. In Nigeria, such movements have
historically emerged in response to state failures, including corruption, police brutality, and
governance deficits. The #EndSARS movement of 2020 provides a contemporary example of
how citizen mobilization can leverage digital and physical spaces to challenge state practices.

Originating as a campaign against the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), notorious for
human rights violations, the movement rapidly gained momentum across social media
platforms, culminating in nationwide demonstrations (Omenugha et al. 42—44).

#ENndSARS illustrates how protest movements can serve as instruments of civic engagement,
enabling citizens particularly youth to hold state actors accountable and demand systemic
reform.

State responses to protests, however, significantly influence both the trajectory and effectiveness
of these movements. In the case of #EndSARS, the Nigerian government initially responded with
promises of reform, including the disbandment of SARS, but subsequent actions, including
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violent crackdowns at Lekki Toll Gate, highlighted enduring challenges in the relationship
between citizens and the state (Akinola 77-79). Akinola argue that:

Such responses reflect broader patterns of state ambivalence: while governments may
recognize the legitimacy of grievances, entrenched power structures often prioritize
control and authority over participatory engagement. The selective application of force,
legal restrictions on assemblies, and inconsistent policy follow-through undermine the
democratic potential of civic protests and can exacerbate social tensions (Akinola 112).

Thus, study on protest movements in Nigeria highlights the interplay between digital
technologies and offline activism. Social media platforms, including Twitter, Instagram, and
Facebook, played a pivotal role in amplifying the #EndSARS message, coordinating protests,
and attracting international attention (Nwabueze 104-106). These digital tools enabled
decentralized participation, allowing citizens from diverse geographic and socio-economic
backgrounds to engage in collective action. Nevertheless, digital activism also faced state-
imposed challenges, including internet restrictions and surveillance, highlighting the tension
between citizen freedoms and state authority in the digital age.

Finally, the #EndSARS movement demonstrates that protests are both a reflection of citizens’
democratic aspirations and a test of state responsiveness. The ability of citizens to mobilize,
articulate grievances, and demand reform underscores the vibrancy of Nigerian civil society,
while the state’s responses reveal the ongoing struggle to balance authority, security, and
accountability. Sustaining the democratic impact of protest movements requires not only citizen
vigilance but also structural reforms that guarantee protection for peaceful assembly, transparent
governance, and meaningful engagement between the state and civil society.

Conclusion

The study of libraries in the Nigerian democratic context reveals that these institutions occupy a
critical space where individual freedom and state authority intersect. Libraries are not mere
repositories of books and information; they function as active instruments of democratic
participation, providing citizens with access to knowledge, civic education, and tools for
informed decision-making. Public libraries, in particular, serve as forums for intellectual
engagement, enabling individuals to understand their rights and responsibilities within the polity.
Academic libraries complement this role by fostering research, critical inquiry, and professional
development, thereby strengthening the capacity of citizens to engage meaningfully with public
affairs and governance.

However, the balance between individual freedom and state authority remains delicate and
complex. Intellectual freedom in Nigerian libraries is frequently challenged by structural
limitations, inadequate funding, and social or political pressures that constrain access to
information. The selective restriction of materials, bureaucratic oversight, and policy
interventions illustrate the ways in which state authority can inadvertently or deliberately curtail
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citizens’ capacity to exercise their rights fully. Geographic, gender, and socio-economic
disparities further complicate equitable access, highlighting that democratic participation through
libraries is contingent on broader social and institutional conditions.

Despite these challenges, libraries have demonstrated a resilient capacity to support democratic
ideals. By providing access to civic, legal, and political information, they promote awareness,
critical thinking, and participatory engagement, reinforcing the foundations of Nigerian
democracy. Strengthening this role requires deliberate efforts from both the state and civil
society: increased investment in infrastructure, protection of intellectual freedom, transparent
regulatory frameworks, and inclusive policies to ensure that all citizens can benefit from library
resources. Civic education programs, digital library initiatives, and community outreach can also
expand access, particularly to marginalized groups, thereby reducing inequities and reinforcing
the democratic function of libraries.

In conclusion, the balance between individual freedom and state power in Nigerian libraries is
emblematic of broader democratic dynamics. Libraries embody the potential of informed
citizenry to engage with governance, yet their efficacy is shaped by institutional capacity, state
policies, and societal conditions. Strengthening the democratic role of libraries requires a
multifaceted approach that integrates legal protections, equitable access, institutional reforms,
and civic participation. By doing so, Nigeria can enhance the capacity of its citizens to exercise
their rights, participate in governance, and hold public authorities accountable, demonstrating
that the true power of libraries lies not only in the knowledge they house but in the
empowerment they provide to society as a whole.
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