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SHARIACRACY IN NIGERIA: THE INTELLECTUAL ROOTS OF ISLAMIST DISCOURSES

In 1999, democratic elections ushered in civilian governments in the Federal Republic of Nigeria. The governor of the Muslim State of Zamfara in Northwestern Nigeria subsequently announced full implementation of Sharia law. In reality, sharia law has always been the basis of legislation in the Nigerian constitution. The new development merely marked the introduction of certain prescribed punishments in criminal law, such as amputation for burglary/theft and lapidation for adultery/sodomy. It also raised the issue of Muslim women and their position in a society bent on restricting their activities in the public arena. 

The other predominantly Muslim states in the north of the country followed suit under pressure from the population. While most discussion has focused on the constitutional ramifications of this development and its implications for the stability and unity of the federation, little attention has been given to the external intellectual influence on internal Muslim discourse in Nigeria. The presentation is an attempt to fill this gap.

The presentation reviews major currents in contemporary Islamic political thought. These include the ideas of Iranian clerics such as Khomeini and Mutahhari, the radical Marxist perspective of Ali Shariati, the argument for Islam as a form of liberal democracy, and the revolutionary oeuvre of Sayyid Qutb.

The internal debate in Muslim Northern Nigeria is captured by referring to these competing paradigms. In the final analysis, however, it is suggested that contemporary developments in the region reflect the adoption of a conservative Wahhabi political model that privileges form over substance and literal adherence to the legal tradition over dynamism and social reform. The programme pursued by the various governments in Northern Nigeria perpetuates the political and economic conditions that gave rise to popular discontent in the first place. Until such time as the questions of good governance, education and living conditions are adequately addressed, “shariacracy” will not serve its stated purpose.

Lamido Sanusi is head of risk management at the United Bank for Africa (UBA) in Lagos, Nigeria. He completed his studies in Shariah and Islamic Studies at the International University of Africa in Khartoum (Sudan), and in Economics at the Ahmadu Bello University Zaria (Nigeria), in London and in New York. He has published extensively on Islam in Nigeria.
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