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Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen

Introduction: Inaugurating a Future

This platform, and the occasion that provides it, is a hallowed and
time-honoured one. For years, the inaugural lecture has existed as
an academic opportunity, extended to newly promoted professors,
for the dissemination of worthy ideas, paradigms and projects that
have defined a person’s intellectual—and in my own case,
vocational—sojourn, challenges and triumphs.

| am deeply honoured to have been considered worthy to mount
this podium and deliver the |0™ inaugural lecture of the Lead City
University.

The inaugural lecture, right from its humble beginning, has remained
a protean intellectual framework as its spirit provides the university
with the avenue for reaching out to the universe and its diverse
interlocutors. According to another scholar, who also delivered an
inaugural a while ago:

For what is the spirit of an inaugural if it is not the dare and the
confessions of work done and yet to be done? What is an inaugural
lecture if not the exercise of a decimal contribution to scholarship,
and what is an inaugural lecture if not the unfurling of challenges and



triumphs, testaments and appreciation of collaborations and other
forms of support? Inaugural lectures are nothing but the ceremonies
of arrival and return. Inaugural lectures can also be described as
rites of endings only if such endings are seen as the provocative turn
of new departures, because each sense of completion is indeed an
entry into another beginning (Raji-Oyelade, 2013: 1-2).

Prof. George Temple while delivering his inaugural lecture of Oxford
University in 1954 remarked that this ‘spirit of the inaugural’, for
comprehension purpose, be regimented into three models: the
sublime, the prophetic and the familiar. The sublime refers to the
attempt to sketch out the essence of a particular academic subject
and the dignity required of its practitioners. The prophetic proposes
a future course of research within a field of study. The familiar, as
the name suggests, is familiar because it seeks to unravel the
boundaries of what is common by making it better known, especially

to those who have by much familiarity, discountenance its utility and
relevance.

Today, | have an unenviable task because this inaugural lecture must
wrap the three forms of the ‘spirit of the inaugural’ into a powerful
statement on the past, the present and the future of the bureaucracy
in Nigeria. What | am about to present, represents a statement of
my research and practical sojourn as a scholar-civil servant for close
to thirty years now. | used to be an insider in an institution that most
of us love to hate—and with a bitter passion that turns on our
experience of unfilled expectations from a state that has so much in
human and material resources but has consistently failed to deliver
the goods and services. | tremble because one of my tasks is to
prophetically convince you that the institution of the civil service
system in Nigeria is, like the state of which it is a part, a work in
progress that has encountered discontinuities, hiccups, failures, and



mixed fortunes in its close to sixty years of existence. The perception
of cynicism that | am up against, as the very representation of an
epileptic institution, is captured hilariously by that seasoned journalist,
Peter Enahoro aka Peter Pan. Permit me this lengthy quote to arrive
" at the exact point of the joke on the bureaucrat:

If the British ever come back—a possibility which is strengthened by
the number of Beatles records sold in Nigeria—they will find that
among the few institutions they left behind which have survived
independence is bureaucracy. Bureaucracy is the art of officialdom
by officials for the sake of officialdom. It is also a national ritual
performed by everyone with the slightest advantage of being placed
in a position in which he has to perform a function for members of
the public.... A friend of mine wished to clear up a knotty point
that. ..concerned trade regulations, [so] he took his problem to the
Ministry of Trade and Industry. He was advised that it was a legal
issue; therefore, to see the Ministry of Justice. There he metayoung
lawyer who confessed he had hands in drafting a clause of the
regulation in question. The young lawyer advised my friend to go to
the third floor and see a senior official who actually compiled the
law. The official on the third floor was very moved that much interest
was being taken in his work. Filled with enthusiasm, he called up 2
messenger and asked him to tell the clerk on the ground floor to
come up. Ten minutes later, the filing clerk arrived and received
instructions. Whereupon, he climbed one more flight of steps to
obtain the key with which to open the filing cabinet placed on second
floor. He returned sometime later with the file under his armpit.
The senior official studied the file briefly, smiled a smile of
satisfaction...and then his face paled. “Mr Diobu,” he whispered
hoarsely. “I cannot let you have the content verbatim. It is here all
right, but | cannot let you see it. Mr. Diobu was quite shaken. “Why
not?” he asked. “Because,” said the official heavily, “it is confidential.”



The official was ashen and very thoughtful as the shock of what he
had nearly done passed over him. Then his faced lifted and he said
brightly, “I know what youcando.” “What” asked Mr. Diobu eagerly.
“Go to the Ministry of Trade and Industry and apply through them to
us. | promise to deal with your matter with utmost urgency.”
(Enahoro, 2013: 49-50).

This story is the narrative of the Nigerian civil service, and of any
bureaucracy worth its name anywhere in the world. Enahoro even
considered the status of the civil servants as trapped denizens within
their own institution: ‘Civil servants are also a compromise between
incivility and servitude. They are inherently uncivil and economically
servile. The civil servant is underpaid, which makes his service
equivalent to servitude. On the other hand, the civil servant takes a
razor-sharp tongue to work with him and will snap like the jaws of a
crocodile at the least provocation. Thus, while he is not civil, he is a
servant. It is a rare compromise” (ibid: 19).

Bureaucracy...ritual.. .officialdom. . .time wastage...red tape—are
some of the tags by which the bureaucracy is recognised. Like the
tale of the ‘Big Bad Wolf’, the Aesop’s fable archetypal story of fear
and anxiety, the story of the ‘Big Bad Bureaucracy’ has become a
narrative of a global negative brand, and this is not limited to Nigeria.
Most states around the world have lamented the bureaucratic slide
of their public service, and have made strenuous reform attempt at
stemming the bureaucratic degeneration.

In the 1980s, there was a British drama series/political satire titled
“Yes, Minister/Yes, Prime Minister” that ran on BBC Television
channel. The series that was set in the private office of a British
Cabinet Minister in Whitehall, dramatized the bureaucratic logjam
that often occur between a fictional minister (the Rt. Hon. Jim Hacker,
MP) and the permanent secretary (Sir Humphrey Appleby) on the
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necessity of initiating legislations and the bureaucratic oppositions
from the British Civil Service. This drama series played out, in various
episodes, several internal dynamics of the bureaucracy that
complements, but also goes beyond what Enahoro outlined with
regard to the Nigerian civil service system. This is the systemic ways
by which the system works against itself. In other words, the “Yes,
Minister” drama articulated a familiar but sad story of how the civil
service everywhere undermines its own efficiency through internal
wrangling and hindrances. This is the familiar story | must attempt
to redeem through a prism of realistic analysis and hopeful prognosis.
The second part of my task today, and the reason why my ascension
to the professorship constitutes a solemn but promising event, is
that it offers the opportunity for practice to speak to theory. | conceive
of a professorship as an opportunity for theory and practice to speak
wisdom to humanity. Mr Chairman Sir, | need to make it crystal
clear at this juncture that | am far from being an academic, in the
strict sense of the word, even thoughlama scholar and an intellectual
of Administration and Public Affairs. | think this is one reason why
this appointment into the professorial cadre of the Lead City
University deserves our applause. It rightly accentuates the global
stature of this university as one with a profound insight into what it
means to achieve a robust education through the mix of academics
and professionalism. | work within the confine of the scholar-
practitioner model that sees to the dynamic relationship between
scholarly investigations that feeds professional and practical
endeavour. It seems to me that this is the best model for
understanding the responsibility that universities owe the society
and humanity. | can mention a few global names of those who straddle
scholarship and practice in a dynamic relationship that serves as my
working model. Condoleeza Rice, the former United States Secretary
of State, was a political scientist who became a diplomat and then



went back to the university. | should not fail to mention Joseph Stiglitz,
renowned professor of economics at Columbia University, whose
brief allows him to move between the World Bank, the White House
and the university. Maya Angelou, renowned poet and auto-
biographer, while alive held the lifetime Reynold Professorship of
American Studies. Other notable icons in this category include
Linguist Noam Chomsky, former US Vice President and
environmental activist, Al Gore, and the renowned novelist, Salman
Rushdie among others.

Let me also add that one of the fundamental features that
distinguished the Adebo bureaucratic leadership model in the 70s,
and contributed to its outstanding reform successes in the old
Western Region, was its clever collaborative template between the
town and gown. Chief Simeon Olaosebikan Adebo recognised that
the efficiency of the public service could not be derived solely from
the professional competences of the public servants. So, he put in
place a structural dynamics that brought together civil servants and
academics in a town-gown relationship that infused civil service
administration with debated and brainstormed ideas and innovation
to function at optimal performance. Beginning with what was initially
referred to as the ‘A Club,’ the collaboration developed later into a
solid Regional Economic Planning Advisory Committee which took
‘advantage of the proximity of the University of Ibadan and the then
University of Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University, lle Ife) to draw
on intellectual insights that could motivate the progress of the civil
service. This practice was also reinforced by the establishment of
what was known as the ‘Administrative Research Group,’ an ad hoc
committee, attached to the Office of the Head of Service. Members
of this group were not burdened with any executive preoccupation
but were fully into analytic thinking and reflections on critical issues
agitating the civil service at any given time.



It is precisely within this mould that | have situated myself and my
intellectual productivity. As a non-mainstream professor, | conceive
of my duty today as that of using public administration as the fulcrum
for outlining an ideational platform for the synthesis of research,
professional practice and policy dynamics. | desire to insert my
experience as an insider into the research-policy nexus as a means
of deepening our understanding of the public sector reform and
implementation trajectory. Right from my insertion into the
administrative whirlpool of post-colonial Nigeria, | have conceived
of my objective as that of making government work better for the
rehabilitation of the Nigerian state, and the emancipation of Nigerians
from poverty and all forms of lack. It was only expected therefore
that my administrative scholarship would be directed solely towards
understanding the dynamics of the Nigerian civil service system, and
how it could be transformed for optimal efficiency. | particularly
consider myself fortunate for this opportunity because it is the
fulfilment of a dream. This dream is that of jumpstarting a learning
network and infrastructure that will eventually become the basis of
a community of practice where theories and theoreticians will meet
practice and practitioners in healthy and robust engagements and
dynamic interactions.

Mr Chairman Sir, permit me to tell a little story of a little boy who, at
age six, had a traumatic premonition of what task providence would
place on his hapless shoulders. It is astory of a little boy who desired
the cold and logical reflection of a philosopher tucked away within
the cool and sanitised ambit of a university, contemplating the fate
of the universe and of humanity. Well, the Almighty has his own
unfathomable ways of answering one’s prayer.






