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Abstract

The unending development question of Nigeria has remained a pressing issue for
decades. This is given its massive population size, endowment of natural re-
sources, status and strategic leadership role in the continent. Therefore, the nega-
tive multiplier effects of Nigeria’s continued underdevelopment have been widely
acknowledged and remain great concern since the consequences of the underde-
velopment not only impact the country and Africa but also the world at large.
However, China’s rise from backward socio-economic conditions to a global in-
dustrial powerhouse during past decades offers an invaluable example of how a
country can effectively escape the vicious cycle of underdevelopment. It is against
this background that this article contributes to the burgeoning body of literature

University, Nankai 300071, Tianjin, China. 1y e nersistent underdevelopment of Africa, using Nigeria and China as case

studies, with a view to further understanding the trajectories. The article addresses
pertinent issues about Nigeria’s development and articulates lucid analysis of the
development challenges faced by Nigeria from the Chinese perspective, in view
of drawing insight and proffering solutions with regards to China’s development
experience.
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1. Introduction

There are several phrases for describing Nigeria’s development realities, the most popular are the sleeping giant,
Africa’s troubled giant, a country still standing but standing still (Olayinka & Adesina, 2015). Although these de-
scriptions may appear pejorative, they however, aptly illustrate the developmental existentialities and contradictions
of Nigeria. This is particularly relative to the enormous paradox between the vast development potentials of the
country and the magnitude of its development issues. Yet the underdevelopment continues to be aggravated and the
paradox lingers.

Sustainable development has become increasingly important for developing countries plagued by diverse chal-
lenges that stultify development (Simplice Asongu, 2018). While Nigeria is currently trapped in the galvanized co-
coons of underdevelopment and is being regarded as one of the most underdeveloped countries in the world, coun-
tries like Singapore, South Korea, and most significantly, China, who shared identical development histories and
trajectories have all jumpstarted development and are becoming global leaders in development terms (James Para-
dise, 2019). In the new era of reform, China has witnessed a changing relationship between its government and the
society as well as the market, and accordingly, initiated its governance mode reform (Wang Ying & Wu Fangfang,
2010). Over the years, China's governing values and governance model have been continuously improved and per-
fected. Especially from 2008 to 2009, during the global financial crisis, the successful experience of China's gov-
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ernance has shown great advantages, showing that China can better develop itself and become a model for other
countries to learn from. At present, China is committed to comprehensive and rapid development, and is willing to
help, support and inspire other countries in economic development and institutional change. The successful experi-
ence of China's governance is known for its pragmatism and flexibility. Its efforts and achievements in daring to
change its traditional position and devoting itself to the concept of modernization have been commended by the
world. In essence, the similarities and differences in political governance, economic and social environment among
countries have made the successful experience of China's governance more outstanding. Many developing coun-
tries in the world, including developed countries, highly appreciate the successful experience of China's governance,
and regard the successful experience of China's governance, especially its measures in free economic policies and
maintaining political stability, as the object of learning and imitation (Zhao Suisheng, 2010).

The analytical framework of the article is as follows. First, the development status quo of Nigeria is critically ex-
plained, explaining the paradox of sociopolitical degradation amid economic development. Because bad govern-
ance is the crux of Nigeria’s underdevelopment, the second section explicates the connection between governance
and development. The third and fourth sections contain the empirical analysis of China’s distinctive development
experience, which has been on the headlines of discussions in International Relations, elucidating its impact and
contribution to on global development and global governance. Assessing the outstanding achievements of China
ever since the implementation of the opening-up and reform, insights from the development experience for devel-
oping nations, Nigeria in particular, are revealed. Here, the selection criteria are based on the similarities both
countries share as regards development issues, and those that are of major significance to Nigeria and the develop-
ment of most developing nations. This article’s contributions to literature are: First, analyzing existing perspectives
on Nigeria’s continued underdevelopment, which are quite typical of a developing nation, provides practical per-
spective useful in understanding the development challenges of other developing countries. Second, the article
helps to explore the questions that scholars, policymakers, and the government in general must answer to solve the
development puzzle of Nigeria and, by extension, other developing countries. Third, the article contributes to the
ongoing narratives of the unprecedented rise and achievements of China on her path of development for the past
decades, and the concrete actions the nation is taking in being “a responsible superpower” on global development
and governance (Liang H. & Zhang Y., 2019).

2. Framing the Developing Status Quo of Sociopolitical Degradation Amid Economic Develop-
ment

Nigeria has demonstrated its continental leadership skills over the years through its active role in the abolition of
the apartheid regime in South African and peace building in Sierra Leone and Liberia. The country is also critical to
Africa’s unity and socioeconomic and political integration by playing important roles in the establishment and
maintenance of pan-African organizations such as ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African States), AU
(African Union) and NEPAD (New Economic Partnerships for African Development), inter alia. Furthermore, be-
ing the most populous country in Africa with over 200 million people and 200 languages, Nigeria’s socio-cultural
diversity extends beyond the shores of the continent highlighting its human resource endowment (Akanle Olayinka,
2015). The country also has abundant natural resources including being one of the largest exporters of oil in the
world and having one of the fastest-growing megacities in the world (Osho, G. & Adishi O, 2019). All these show
that although the country has inbuilt potentials for growth and development that are yet to be properly annexed, its
continued underdevelopment will not only militate against Nigerians but also negatively impact continental and
global peace, security, and development.

Although Nigeria, like many other African countries, had some positive economic outlook like robust economic
growth hovering around 7% for over a decade (African Development Bank, 2015), this has not translated to posi-
tive development in the lives of an average Nigerian. After the economic recession the country experienced in 2016,
the service sector and the rise of oil prices ensure the subsequent growth of the country’s Real Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) to an estimated 2.3% in 2019 from 1.9% in 2018 (African Development Bank, 2019). Due to the
recalculation of its GDP, the country is the largest economy in Africa, overtaking South Africa, and the 34th largest
economy in the world. The economic growth of the nation, however, to some extent, can be said to be statistically
insignificant as the growth and leap in GDP are far from reflecting in the quality of life of the Nigerians. The statis-
tical value and leap are therefore mere statistics as poverty, unemployment, infrastructural decay, inequalities and
so on, aggravate and quality of life takes deep plunges. These label as the most definitive images of underdevelop-
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ment in Nigeria.

According to UN Human Development Programme, Nigeria’s human development index value continues to be
classified in the low human development category, with the latest report positioning Nigeria at 158 out of 189
countries and territories (UNDP, 2019), the number one being the best while the number 189 is the worst in human
development rating. It was acknowledged in the 2019 Official Poverty and Inequality Report of the National Bu-
reau of Statistics (NBS) that over 40.1% of Nigeria’s population or almost 83 million Nigerians were living below
the poverty line of 13,430 naira (about $381.75) per year (National Bureau of Statistics, 2019). In the previous year,
Nigeria displaced India as the poverty headquarters of the world. Regrettably, the government’s near withdrawal
from the provision of essential services such as quality healthcare, sound education and other social safety nets
mainly due to the prevailing neoliberal, capitalist regime has exacerbated social crises, intensifying citizens’ vul-
nerabilities to hunger, hardship and undue manipulation by the elite groups (Okolie et al., 2020).

Social, economic, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development are largely shaped by the political
dimension (Collins Ajibo et al, 2020). Nigeria has failed to provide good governance and democratic accountability
to its citizen at all levels. The enforcement of citizens’ rights and access to justice remain generally endangered and
constantly obstructed. These have important consequences for sustainable development because a government that
is not politically accountable to its citizens would not cater much for their sustainable well-being. Apparently, it is
because of the government unenviable scorecard across key benchmarks for measuring sustainable development
that lends credence to the prevalent opinion that it is tacitly supporting TNCs low scorecard in this sphere.

3. The Nexus between Governance and Development: The Nigerian Context

From a broad perspective, governance is concerned with how a state is governed, about the rules and practices
according to which governments and state powers as well as authority are exercised. The United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) defines governance as the exercise of political, economic, and administrative authority to
manage and direct the affairs of a country’s affairs at all levels. It comprises mechanisms, processes, and institu-
tions, through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise their legal rights, meet their obligations,
and mediate their differences (UNDP, 1997). Particularly important in the UNDP’s definition of governance is that
it encompasses not just the state, but also the private sector and civil society. All the three are viewed as critically
important to a complete process of ‘good’” governance. The role of the state is viewed as that of creating a stable
political and legal environment conducive to sustain democracy, while civil society institutions and organizations
are viewed as a means of facilitating political and social interaction and mobilizing groups to participate in eco-
nomic, social, and political activities. Another definition, perhaps very instructive to the analysis in this paper, is
the one offered by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. It defines governance simply as
the use of political authority and exercise of control in a society in relation to the management of its resources for
social and economic development (OECD, 1995).

The hypothetical, positive relationship between governance and socio-economic development is such that the
latter must grapple with the former in achieving its fundamental objective, which is to positively affect the living
and existential conditions of the people. Since development is the most common wish of people, it is thus expected
to be natural result and common dividend of good governance within the framework of positive, objective, and
progressive political economy. Current development experience of Nigeria, however, appears to be in dispute with
the expected popular relationship between good governance and development. Since 1999, at least four different
presidents and two different political parties have ruled the country all with their own different manifestos, agendas,
programs, and leadership styles but within democratic prisms generally. Worthy of note is that even with this
seemingly “stable” democracy, development is as elusive in Nigeria as under any other system of government giv-
en the unwholesome, patrimonial, and parochially subjective and appropriations of the political systems and eco-
nomic apparatuses. While successive governments in Nigeria have promised massive developments through the
so-called transformational leadership and different political parties have promised immediate development of the
country through heavily funded and sophisticated campaigns, the objective results have been dashed hopes and
prolonged underdevelopment in the country (Akanle Olayinka & Shittu Olamide, 2022).

The quest for and struggle by Nigerians for a good administration today regarding the 2023 election are con-
ceived as means to two important ends. The first is aimed not only at doing away with repressive and autocratic
governments, but also demands for government with a material value to improve the living standards of the people.
Second, obviously, tackling the myriad development challenges provoked by long years of autocratic military re-
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gimes and sustained by the current political dispensation in the country, has become one of the expectations of Ni-
gerians. Over the years, the attitude of political regimes in Nigeria as well as their styles of governance, has, to say
the least, hampered the achievement of socio-economic development aspirations of Nigerians. Corrupt practices
and its attendant consequences are particularly weighing preponderantly against the establishment of social infra-
structural amenities and national political building-blocks that could ignite, generate, propel as well as sustain
broad development in Nigeria. For instance, the collaboration between the corrupt political leaders and the cor-
rupt-laden bureaucratic process in all Third World countries, especially in Nigeria has contributed immensely to the
content and context of governance in the regions (Agara Babatunde, 2006). Therefore, we briefly examine the two
major factors responsible for the current development complexities facing the country in the subsections below
within pragmatic and systemic political economy, i.e. corruption and lack of political will.

Corruption is one of the major governance crises confronting the world today (Jonathan Rose, 2017). It poses a
threat to the democratic ideas of the rule of law (Russell Chris, 2018). Although corruption exists in both developed
and developing countries, it is mostly endemic in developing or poor countries (Ogbewere Bankole, 2020). Nige-
ria’s abundant natural resource endowments should earn the country’s bragging rights as the “Giant of Africa”. In-
stead, 62 years of corrupt practices among the often-recycled ruling elites in post-independence Nigeria have crip-
pled this giant and turned what should be one of the country’s strongest assets — its vast oil wealth — into a curse.
Ever since Nigeria gained independence in 1960, the country has witnessed worrisome governance crises with little
or no concrete efforts to transform public bureaucracy. Corruption is among the most difficult problems to fix in the
country because it is outrightly pervasive, dynamic, innovative, deep-rooted, and seriously political economic con-
necting. What Nigeria experiences in terms of corruption can be best described as either aggravated corruption or
impunity depending on the intention of the user. For instance, the persistence of poverty and social inequality,
which has led to a proportionate decline in Nigeria’s Human Development Index, has been linked to the pervasive
and institutionalized corruption in the polity (Banjo, 2019). In other words, unchecked corrupt tendencies in public
life hurt socio-economic progress and decent living (Okolie A. et al, 2017). The public funds allotted to the various
government poverty alleviation programmes and the provision of social services were mismanaged, embezzled, or
diverted into private pockets by successive administrations. An investigation into the successive social investment
programmes of Nigerian governments uncovered massive frauds, including the diversion of 2.4 billion naira
(roughly €5.8 million) and N500 million (around €1.2 million) of the National Poverty of Eradication Programme
(NAPEP) in 2008, the embezzlement of N500 billion (approximately €12 billion) allotted to the Subsidy Reinvest-
ment and Empowerment Programme (SURE-P) in 2013, and the 20 billion naira scandal in the Social Intervention
Programme in 2019 (Banjo, 2019). Given these examples of gross embezzlement of public funds, it is unsurprising
that Nigeria was described as a highly corrupt state in the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) of 2019, scoring 146
out of 180 countries sampled in the study (Transparency International, 2019).

Alongside with corruption, lack of political will is overarchingly negating national development in Nigeria as
economic resources are captured by political elites. Lack of political will in Nigeria is a clear manifestation of the
political class as accomplices in national underdevelopment and objective demonstration of state economic capture
by the political system actors. Over-politicization has crippled the country and jaundiced its growth and develop-
ment. Once the outcomes of any development drive will have a negative outcome on political considerations and
calculations of the political class, regardless of how naoble the drive and policy may be, it will most likely be dis-
continued. This can be seen in the various poverty alleviation strategies established by the Nigerian Government as
none of them lasted the test of time. The issue of most politicians putting self-political interests ahead of national
development has become a syndrome in the Nigerian polity. The unguenchable thirst for the abuse of public office
for private gains has been a major cause of flawed elections in Nigeria (Nnamani Kelechi et al, 2022).

Formulating effective and sustainable measures to reduce corruption in Nigeria has proved hitherto elusive,
largely because the country’s political system is historically configured to pardon and reward corruption, not punish
it (Agbiboa Daniel, 2014). People who enrich themselves through corrupt practices can pay to get protected by
courts, investigative panels, and law enforcement agents, and even when convicted the punishment is usually light.
Development in the past few years on the fight against corruption in Nigeria, most especially charges on high pro-
file cases reveals a mockery of justice through the application of plea bargaining (Aderele A., 2013). A plea bargain
is an agreement in a criminal case between the prosecutor and the defendant, whereby the defendant agrees to plead
guilty to a particular charge in return for some concession from the prosecutor. This implies that the defendant will
plead guilty to a less serious charge or to one of several charges, in return for the dismissal of other charges. This
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practice demonstrates the willingness of Nigeria’s political class to embrace convicted criminals and to recycle
corrupt elites. Too often, such inappropriate actions undermine corruption clean-up campaigns in the country and,
more destructively, “teaches a dangerously disruptive lesson to the generality of the people: being honest and
law-abiding does not pay” (Osoba, 1996). Consequently, some of the ordinary Nigerians who have learnt this les-
son from the top reproduce them in everyday forms of sociability through petty acts of bribery, peculation, and
embezzlement of public funds. It is in this way that the practice of corruption as a way of life has become wide-
spread and systemic in Nigeria.

4. China’s Distinctive Development Experience: A New Development Paradigm?

Through China’s forty years of reform and opening, the success of economic development has become the focus
of the world. China was one of the poorest countries in the world before its transition from a planned economy to a
market economy in 1978. Its per capita gross domestic product (GDP) in that year was just US$155, which was less
than one-third of the average for sub-Saharan African countries. Since 1979, things in China have changed dramat-
ically. Today, China is the greatest economic success in the history of Mankind. As a result of this dramatic change,
in 2009 China overtook Japan to become the second largest economy in the world. In 2010, China overtook Ger-
many to become the largest exporting country in the world. In 2013, it overtook the United States to become the
largest trading country in the world: the total volume of exports and imports as a percentage of GDP was larger in
China than in the United States. In 2014, Chinese GDP measured by purchasing power parity (PPP) overtook that
of the United States, making China the largest economy in the world. And in 2015, China’s per capita GDP was
US$7960. From less than one-third of the average for sub-Saharan African countries, China’s per capita GDP was
now some five times higher. Moreover, during this period, 700 million people were lifted out of poverty, making a
very important contribution to the global fight against poverty (Lin Yifu, 2017), and this process continues. For
China, an important aim of economic development is to eradicate poverty and build a moderately prosperous soci-
ety in all aspects, especially among the rural poor. China’s achievements in this respect have stunned the world
(Xie Fushan, 2019).

The emergence of China as a development actor across the global South has raised significant questions regard-
ing the extent to which the country presents new development opportunities to its compatriots in the South. Much
of the recent development literature has focused on China’s role as a development actor in Africa in providing aid
and trade opportunities, but much less literature exists on China’s own development experience (Hsu Jennifer,
2015). During past decades, China’s growing influence on developing countries has been as remarkable as its stel-
lar economic rise. Corresponding to the economic ties, China has developed strong political linkage with the de-
veloping countries as well. By August 2019, 117 developing countries have signed agreements of cooperation un-
der the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), an ambitious effort by the Chinese government to improve
cooperation and connectivity with other countries around the world, however, only 16 advanced economies have
signed similar types of agreements (Belt & Road Portal, 2019). In addition, China has established the association of
BRICS together with other major developing economies, namely Brazil, Russia, India, and South Africa. The Fo-
rum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) has attracted near-universal participation of African countries to work
with China on a broad spectrum of issues since 2000. Today, most less developed African countries have also be-
come attracted to China, in hopes of drawing lessons from China’s experiences to speed up their own development.

China’s development success provides alternative forms of political and economic engagement. Concurrently,
going from “rags to riches” in a relatively short space of time, bolstered Beijing’s confidence, as China, while in
pursuit of the self-declared national rejuvenation and a Chinese dream, emphasizes a growing global status (Kynge,
J., 2006). As Zhang acknowledges, China has been consistently seeking to become an architect of its own interna-
tional political order, considering its tremendous economic growth since the reform and opening-up was launched
in 1978 (Zhang, 2015). Xuetong characterizes Beijing as a “benevolent hegemon”, when assessing its emerging
leadership roles, able to fulfill various economic and security needs for those states that acquiesce to China’s rule
making (Yan, 2019). Beijing envisions that this pursuit be materialized through the utilization of “Chinese solutions”
including issues such as poverty reduction, climate change, economic development and cyber security — for a mul-
titude of secondary powers seeking economic incentives without political criteria (Breslin, 2021). These efforts are
conceived to dissuade actors that are skeptical of Beijing’s intent, yet have had lackluster results, particularly
among Western nations (Cook, 2022).
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5. Insights from China’s Development Experience

Looking back on the development of social governance in the past century since the founding of the party, the
Communist Party of China has always adhered to the people-centered concept throughout the development process
of social governance in China. Adhering to the party's leadership, people-centered, reform and innovation, and im-
proving people's livelihood are also valuable experiences in promoting the scientific development of social gov-
ernance in the past century, which has profound enlightenment for doing a good job of social governance in the
future (Yang, 2021). Insights from China’s governance experience are as follows:

First, pragmatism in structural transformation. China’s seemingly singular focus on making commercial deals
and projects successful, earns its style the label as pragmatism. By comparison, Western countries may have prag-
matic attitudes when they implement projects, but these projects are designed under certain frameworks like the
Washington Consensus. Pure case-by-case pragmatism is usually criticized for lacking coherent principles. Yet, the
Chinese practices at home and with developing countries have sustained rapid development for decades. The effects
of these seemingly scattered and incremental activities are more consistent and remarkable than those with a clearly
defined ideology. Chinese pragmatism does not deny the value of good development experiences. The Chinese
have indeed studied many useful socio-economic models from advanced economies and their developing neighbors.
Yet, China refuses to stick to any specific models, as doing so would constrain the possibility of experiments and
transformations based on situational needs. For instance, before the economic reform, there was a system of com-
prehensive institutional social welfare arrangements to secure all Chinese people basic living for about three dec-
ades from the early 1950s. In that period China, as a poor country, was in a shortage economy and had to have a
governmental distribution system to guarantee all people’s basic needs in food, cloth, housing, and employment. It
had, and has a public service system to secure people’s basic needs in medical care, education, etc. Therefore, a
comprehensive and universal social welfare system had been created that contributed much to people’s basic sub-
sistence (Guan, 2019). Two famous quotes from the architect of the post-1978 reform, Deng Xiaoping, shed light
on how the Chinese pragmatism works. The first states, “it does not matter whether the cat is black or white, as
long as it catches mice”. It emphasized that increased productivity was the goal and criterion of social development.
Deng did not have a definitive plan to improve production, but rather preferred adjusting the plans based on real
effects. This quote is often used interchangeably with the second one, “cross the river by feeling the stones”. “Feel-
ing the stones” refers to trial-and-error experiments as well as case-by-case solutions. Failed experiments are to be
studied and revised to further align with the concrete, situational reality. In the end, the goal can only be achieved
through incremental steps. This attitude also implies openness to various kinds of tools so long as they help to
achieve economic growth.

Second, self-reliance. Another novel feature of the Chinese experience in economic development is its applica-
tion of the concept of self-reliance. While autarchy and self-reliance are known concepts in growth theories, China
is the only example of a country having attained a certain stage of development with only minimal foreign assis-
tance. Self-reliance is practiced not only at the national level, in the sense that little foreign assistance is sought, but
also at all levels of national life. Rural areas have been encouraged to produce whatever that can be produced by
small scale indigenous methods, to finance their activities from their own savings and to manage their industries
themselves. Capital goods that can be produced only by large scale modern methods are financed and managed at
higher political levels. Thus, while it cannot be said that all developing countries can or should follow the Chinese
model of self-reliance, the fact remains that the Chinese have demonstrated the possibility and feasibility of a de-
velopment strategy which has self-reliance as its keynote.

Third, the people-centered development ideology. For more than 40 years since the reform and opening, the
Communist Party of China has adhered to the mass line in all aspects of governance, united with the masses, relied
on the masses, listened to the aspirations of the masses, collected their opinions, and made all decisions based on
the vital interests of the masses, and has embarked on a path of socialist development with Chinese characteristics.
It can be said that the “people-centered” ideology is a profound interpretation of the fundamental purpose of the
Communist Party of China to serve the people wholeheartedly in the new era, points out the value orientation of the
concept of national governance, and embodies the deep concern of the party and the government for the needs and
wishes of the people. The Chinese Communists always adhere to their original aspiration and mission and strive
and forge ahead towards the grand goal of realizing people's happiness and national rejuvenation. Seeking happi-
ness for the people and rejuvenation for the nation is the goal orientation of adhering to the people-centered at the
individual and group levels (YYan, 2019). The rapport between the masses and the leadership in China has been of
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such character that the people have been taken to a very high level of motivation. Capitalist economists have con-
centrated for too much on how to re-allocate economic resources to attain higher levels of national output and for
too little on how to get people really interested in their work and so willing to exert great efforts to achieve their
goals. China has shown that the latter is much more important than the former; the people who really want to work
completely eclipse the efforts of nice adjustments towards more competitive markets and fine calculations regard-
ing factor inputs. The Chinese have been able to achieve high motivation through several ways. The leaders have
set good examples of bard work and austere living. There are no wide variations between the living standards at
various levels which could have generated skepticism and frustration. The Chinese have also enabled, and inspired,
people to work hard by altering their work environments and providing them with education, good health, and
technical training.

6. Conclusion

The contemporary world is a diversifying world; naturally, the road to development is not found in a single, or
even in a few paths. Every developing country has the potential to grow dynamically and continuously for 40 or
more years and to move from a low-income to a middle-income and even to high-income economy if they develop
their economies according to their comparative advantage. Countries can turn their comparative advantages into
national competitive advantages. This paper hopes that Nigeria, through studying the experiences of China and
other nations, find the route to eliminating poverty and achieving sustainable development. Even more, it hopes that
on this basis, Nigeria will explore, create and be the pioneer of a distinctive development path for African nations,
like an “African model”
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