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Abstract: 
 
This paper explores the kleptocracy challenge faced by Nigeria and 
proposes the adoption of the Igbo-African traditional leadership style as 
a potential solution. Kleptocracy, characterized by widespread corruption 
and misappropriation of public resources, has hindered Nigeria's 
progress and development. By examining the Igbo-African traditional 
leadership style, rooted in the cultural heritage and values of the Igbo 
people, this paper seeks to uncover how this alternative leadership 
approach can effectively address corruption and promote good 
governance. The findings suggest that embracing the Igbo-African 
traditional leadership style may offer a promising strategy to combat 
kleptocracy and contribute to Nigeria's socio-economic advancement.  

Manuscript Information 
 
Received Date: 20-05-2023 
Accepted Date: 24-05-2023 
Publication Date: 28-05-2023 
Plagiarism Checked: Yes 
Manuscript ID: IJCRM:2-3-3 
Peer Review Process: Yes 
 

How to Cite this Manuscript 
 
Ignatius Nnaemeka Onwuatuegwu, Nkemjika 
Bernardine Nwagu.. Igbo Traditional Leadership: 
Addressing Nigeria's Kleptocracy Challenge for 
Sustainable Development and Social Progress. 
International Journal of Contemporary Research in 
Multidisciplinary. 2023: 2(3):15-19 
 

      
Keywords:  -African, Traditional leadership, Nigeria, Kleptocracy, Challenge 
 
Introduction: 
 
Nigeria, like many other countries, has grappled with the persistent challenge of kleptocracy, which undermines its 
governance, economic development, and social progress. Kleptocracy, characterized by the rampant corruption and 
embezzlement of public resources by those in power, has hindered Nigeria's ability to achieve inclusive growth and 
fulfill the aspirations of its citizens. In search of a solution, it is crucial to explore alternative leadership styles that can 
effectively address this issue. One such style is the Igbo-African traditional leadership, which draws upon the rich 
cultural heritage and values of the Igbo people in Nigeria. This essay delves into the concept of Nigeria's kleptocracy 
challenge and examines how embracing the Igbo-African traditional leadership style may offer a viable path towards 
combating corruption and fostering good governance in the nation. 
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1. Understanding Nigerian Kleptocracy 

 
Kleptocracy refers to a form of governance 
characterized by corruption, nepotism, and 
mismanagement, where leaders use their power to 
enrich themselves and their associates at the expense 
of the nation's development and well-being.¹ In the 
context of Nigeria, kleptocracy has had a significant 
impact, hampering progress and exacerbating socio-
economic inequalities. 
Corruption lies at the heart of kleptocratic systems, 
where public officials engage in bribery, 
embezzlement, and fraud to divert public funds for 
personal gain. This undermines public trust, erodes 
institutional integrity, and deprives the country of 
essential resources for infrastructure, healthcare, 
education, and other vital sectors.² Nepotism is 
another key characteristic of kleptocracies, where 
leaders favor their family members, friends, and 
loyalists for key positions and lucrative contracts, 
disregarding meritocracy and stifling competition. This 
practice not only perpetuates inequality but also 
hampers the growth of competent and capable 
institutions, hindering the country's progress.³ 
Mismanagement further compounds the challenges 
faced in kleptocratic regimes. Leaders often lack 
accountability and fail to implement effective policies or 
allocate resources efficiently. This results in subpar 
governance, inadequate service delivery, and limited 
economic opportunities for the general population. The 
mismanagement of public funds and resources 
exacerbates poverty, hampers development, and 
perpetuates a cycle of inequality.⁴ The impact of 
kleptocracy on Nigeria is far-reaching. It stifles 
economic growth, deters foreign investment, and 
hampers the creation of job opportunities. It 
perpetuates a culture of impunity, as corrupt 
individuals rarely face consequences for their actions, 
leading to a sense of disillusionment and frustration 
among the populace. Furthermore, kleptocracy 
undermines the rule of law, weakens democratic 
institutions, and fosters social unrest.⁵ To combat 
kleptocracy, it is crucial to strengthen institutions, 
enhance transparency, and enforce accountability 
mechanisms. This requires robust anti-corruption 
measures, independent judiciary systems, and the 
promotion of a culture of integrity. Additionally, 
fostering citizen participation, encouraging 
whistleblowing, and supporting civil society 
organizations can contribute to holding leaders 
accountable and fostering a culture of good 
governance.⁶ 
 

2. Igbo Leadership Principles 
The Igbo-African traditional leadership style 
encompasses the unique culture and values of the 
Igbo people. The Igbo culture is rich and diverse, with 
a strong emphasis on communal living and social 
cohesion.⁷ In Igbo society, leadership is based on a 
system that values transparency, accountability, and  
 

 
 
communal welfare.⁸ The leaders are expected to be 
transparent in  their decision-making processes and to 
act in the best interest of the community. They are 
accountable for their actions and are responsible for 
the well-being of the entire community. One of the key 
principles in Igbo traditional leadership is the concept 
of "Ndi Ichie" or "Elders." The Elders are highly 
respected individuals who possess wisdom, 
experience, and integrity.⁹ They serve as the 
custodians of the community's values and traditions 
and play a vital role in decision-making processes. 
Another important principle is "Omenala," which refers 
to the customs and traditions that govern the Igbo 
society. Traditional leaders are expected to uphold and 
promote these customs, ensuring the preservation of 
cultural heritage and identity.¹⁰ Furthermore, the Igbo 
leadership style places a strong emphasis on 
communal welfare. Leaders are expected to prioritize 
the well-being and development of the entire 
community rather than individual interests.¹¹ They are 
responsible for resolving conflicts, maintaining peace, 
and ensuring equitable distribution of resources. In 
Igbo society, leadership is not seen as a position of 
power but as a service to the community.¹² Leaders 
are expected to be humble, approachable, and 
accessible to the people they serve. They are 
encouraged to listen to the concerns and needs of the 
community, and to make decisions that promote unity 
and progress. Invariably, the Igbo-African traditional 
leadership style reflects a deep-rooted culture that 
values transparency, accountability, and communal 
welfare. It emphasizes the importance of collective 
decision-making, cultural preservation, and the well-
being of the entire community. 
 

3. Igbo Leadership vs Kleptocracy 
 

Igbo-African traditional leadership holds significant 
relevance in addressing kleptocracy due to its stark 
contrast to the negative traits associated with 
kleptocratic practices. By comparing Igbo leadership 
values to kleptocracy, we can highlight the importance 
of integrity, meritocracy, and community development 
in combating corrupt governance. Igbo leadership 
values, deeply rooted in their cultural traditions, 
emphasize integrity as a core principle. Traditional 
Igbo leaders are expected to exhibit honesty, 
transparency, and accountability in their actions.¹³ In 
contrast, kleptocracy thrives on corruption, dishonesty, 
and embezzlement of public resources. By upholding 
integrity as a fundamental value, Igbo leadership 
provides a strong antidote to the corrupt practices 
associated with kleptocracy. Meritocracy is another 
vital aspect of Igbo-African traditional leadership that 
counters kleptocracy's negative traits. Igbo culture 
places great importance on individual achievements, 
competence, and skill. Leaders are chosen based on 
their abilities and track record, rather than through 
nepotism or bribery.¹⁴ This emphasis on meritocracy 
ensures that capable and qualified leaders assume  
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positions of authority, reducing the likelihood of 
corruption and mismanagement often found in 
kleptocratic regimes. Community development is a 
cornerstone of Igbo leadership, focusing on the well-
being and progress of the entire community. Igbo 
leaders are expected to prioritize the interests of their 
people, implementing policies and initiatives that foster 
social and economic development.¹⁵ Kleptocracy, on 
the other hand, primarily benefits a select few at the 
expense of the broader society. The commitment to 
community development demonstrated by Igbo leaders 
serves as a counterforce to the self-serving nature of 
kleptocratic regimes. By embracing the principles of 
integrity, meritocracy, and community development, 
Igbo-African traditional leadership offers an alternative 
model to address kleptocracy. These values foster a 
culture of good governance, accountability, and 
inclusive development. Incorporating Igbo leadership 
values into modern governance structures can help 
combat the corrosive effects of kleptocracy, ensuring a 
more equitable and prosperous society for all. 
 

4. Practical Applications: 
 

I. Case studies of successful Igbo-African leadership 
practices: 
Case studies highlighting successful Igbo-African 
leadership practices can serve as valuable resources 
for individuals and communities looking to emulate 
effective leadership models. These case studies can 
explore the leadership styles, strategies, and qualities 
demonstrated by Igbo leaders who have achieved 
significant successes in various fields. By examining 
these examples, aspiring leaders can gain insights into 
how to foster positive change, inspire their teams, and 
navigate challenges within an African context.¹⁶ 
 

II. Community-driven development projects: 
Community-driven development projects involve 
actively engaging and empowering local communities 
to identify and address their own development needs. 
In the Igbo-African context, such projects can be 
designed to tackle social, economic, or environmental 
challenges specific to the community. This approach 
recognizes the knowledge and expertise present within 
the community and promotes their active participation 
in decision-making processes.¹⁷ By prioritizing 
community involvement and ownership, these projects 
can generate sustainable and impactful solutions that 
align with the needs and aspirations of the Igbo-African 
community. 
 

III. Sustainable governance: 
Promoting sustainable governance practices in the 
Igbo-African context involves fostering transparent, 
accountable, and inclusive systems of governance. 
This can be achieved by implementing mechanisms 
that encourage citizen participation, such as  
 
 
 

 
community assemblies, public consultations, and 
feedback mechanisms.¹⁸ Additionally, integrating 
traditional Igbo values, such as consensus-building 
and communal decision-making, can enhance 
governance processes. Sustainable governance 
practices aim to ensure equitable distribution of 
resources, protect the environment, and promote 
social cohesion, thereby contributing to the overall 
well-being and development of Igbo-African 
communities. In summary, practical applications in the 
Igbo-African context include case studies highlighting 
successful leadership practices, community-driven 
development projects that empower local communities, 
and the promotion of sustainable governance 
practices. These initiatives can contribute to the 
advancement and prosperity of the Igbo-African people 
by leveraging their strengths, values, and collective 
wisdom. 
 

5. Igbo-African Leadership Advantages & Challenges 
 
5.1. Advantages of adopting the Igbo-African 
leadership style: 
☆ Communal Decision-making: The Igbo-African 
leadership style emphasizes collective decision-
making, involving the community in important choices. 
This approach promotes inclusivity, fosters a sense of 
belonging, and enhances cooperation among team 
members.¹⁹ It taps into the diverse perspectives and 
experiences within the community, leading to more 
innovative and well-rounded solutions. 
 
☆ Focus on Relationship Building: Igbo-African 
leadership places great emphasis on building strong 
relationships and fostering trust among team 
members. This approach cultivates a positive work 
environment and promotes effective communication, 
collaboration, and teamwork. When individuals feel 
valued and connected, they are more motivated and 
committed to achieving shared goals. 
 
☆ Holistic Problem Solving: Igbo-African leadership 
recognizes the interconnectedness of various aspects 
of life and promotes a holistic approach to problem-
solving. Leaders adopting this style consider not only 
the immediate consequences but also the long-term 
impact on the community and the environment. This 
broader perspective helps in making sustainable 
decisions that benefit the community as a whole. 
 
☆ Cultural Preservation: Embracing the Igbo-African 
leadership style allows for the preservation and 
promotion of African cultural values and traditions. This 
promotes cultural pride, strengthens identity, and 
fosters a sense of belonging among individuals within 
the community. It also creates a unique organizational 
culture that celebrates diversity and inclusivity. 
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5.2 Addressing potential challenges and resistance 
to change: 
☆ Cultural Shift: Introducing a new leadership style 
may encounter resistance due to deeply ingrained 
cultural norms and existing power structures. 
Addressing this challenge requires effective 
communication and education about the benefits and 
relevance of the Igbo-African leadership style. 
Demonstrating successful examples of its 
implementation and highlighting its compatibility with 
modern organizational needs can help overcome 
resistance. 
 
☆ Hierarchical Structures: Some organizations or 
societies may have hierarchical structures that are 
incongruent with the egalitarian principles of the Igbo-
African leadership style. It is crucial to initiate 
conversations about flattening hierarchies and 
redistributing power and decision-making authority. 
This may involve redefining roles and responsibilities 
and encouraging open dialogue to ensure a smooth 
transition. 
 
☆ Limited Awareness: Lack of awareness and 
understanding about the Igbo-African leadership style 
can hinder its adoption. Promoting education and 
awareness programs that highlight its benefits, 
historical significance, and successful implementation 
in other contexts can help overcome this challenge. 
Leveraging media platforms, workshops, and training 
sessions can aid in disseminating knowledge and 
generating interest in embracing this leadership style. 
 
☆ Organizational Resistance: Some individuals or 
groups within an organization may resist change due 
to fear of losing power or control. Engaging key 
stakeholders, including leaders, in the decision-making 
process and addressing their concerns can help 
alleviate resistance. Emphasizing the shared benefits 
and the positive impact on overall organizational 
performance can also help overcome resistance and 
build support for the new leadership style. 
In summary, the Igbo-African leadership style offers 
advantages such as communal decision-making, 
relationship building, holistic problem-solving, and 
cultural preservation.²⁰ Overcoming challenges and 
resistance to change involves addressing cultural 
shifts, hierarchical structures, limited awareness, and 
organizational resistance through effective 
communication, education, dialogue, and stakeholder 
engagement. 
 
6. Recommendations for Nigeria: 
 
6.1 Integrate Igbo-African leadership principles into 
national governance: 
Nigeria should consider incorporating Igbo-African 
leadership principles into its national governance 
framework. This integration can be achieved by 
studying and understanding the traditional leadership 
practices of the Igbo people and identifying key  

 
principles that can enhance governance at all levels. 
These principles could include participatory decision-
making, consensus-building, accountability, and a 
focus on community well-being.²¹ By embracing Igbo-
African leadership principles, Nigeria can promote a 
more inclusive and culturally sensitive approach to 
governance. 
 
6.2 Promote cultural awareness and inclusivity: 
Nigeria should actively promote cultural awareness 
and inclusivity across the country. This can be done 
through various initiatives such as educational 
programs, cultural festivals, and public campaigns that 
celebrate the diversity of Nigeria's ethnic groups. 
Efforts should be made to foster mutual understanding 
and respect among different cultural communities, 
while also encouraging the preservation and promotion 
of traditional practices, languages, and customs.²² By 
embracing cultural diversity and inclusivity, Nigeria can 
build a stronger sense of national unity and create an 
environment where every citizen feels valued and 
respected. 
 
Conclusion: 
 
In conclusion, Igbo-African traditional leadership holds 
significant potential as a solution for addressing 
governance challenges. Its rich cultural heritage and 
emphasis on community engagement can contribute to 
effective and inclusive decision-making processes. 
Furthermore, promoting a paradigm shift towards 
transparent and accountable governance is crucial for 
fostering trust and legitimacy in leadership. By 
embracing these principles, societies can enhance 
their governance systems and work towards achieving 
sustainable development and social progress. 
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