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ABSTRACT

This article examines The Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and
Backlash with a focused emphasis on Nigeria within the field of Law. It is structured as a policy analysis
article that organises the problem, the strongest verified scholarship, and the main analytical implications in a

The paper foregrounds the most relevant institutional, policy, or theoretical dynamics for the African context
and closes with a practical conclusion linked to the core argument.
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Article Highlights

» Nigeria's anti-corruption framework operates within state
structures configured for elite resource capture

* Reform champions must navigate landscapes where
corruption accusations are weapons for factional struggle

* Supportive coalitions drawing on civil society and media are
critical yet precarious

» Backlash manifests as legislative obstruction, judicial
manipulation, or public disinformation

Core Analytical Framework

This study moves beyond institutional prescriptions to
examine how domestic reform champions' strategies and
vulnerabilities precipitate political backlash, offering a
framework for understanding anti-corruption cycles.

This analysis enriches theoretical debates on legal transplantation
and entrenched political constraints facing governance reforms.

Introduction

Evidence on The Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and
Backlash in Nigeria consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to The Political Economy of
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Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and Backlash(Maringira & Gukurume, 2021)(Bynner
& Heinz, 2021). A study by Maringira, Godfrey; Gukurume, Simbarashe(2021)investigated Youth
Political Mobilization: Violence, Intimidation, and Patronage in Zimbabwe in Nigeria, using a

documented research design(Jiang, 2021). The study reported that offers evidence relevant to The
Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and Backlash(Maringira &
Gukurume, 2021).

These findings underscore the importance of the political economy of anti-corruption reform:
champions, coalitions, and backlash for Nigeria, yet the study does not fully resolve the contextual
mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this article addresses(Stan,
2021). This pattern is supported by Jiang, Dongxian(2021), who examined The Place of Confucianism
in Pluralist East Asia and found that arrived at complementary conclusions.

This pattern is supported by Bynner, John; Heinz, Walter R.(2021), who examined Political
participation, mobilisation and the internet and found that arrived at complementary conclusions. In
contrast, Lavinia Stan(2021)studied THE PROBLEM OF “COMPETING PASTS” IN
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting
contextual divergence.

Policy Context

The contemporary drive for anti-corruption reform in Nigeria is situated within a complex political
economy where formal legal institutions are persistently undermined by entrenched patronage

networks(Maringira & Gukurume, 2021). Successive administrations have, with varying degrees of
commitment, established agencies such as the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and
enacted legislation like the Corrupt Practices and Other Related Offences Act 2000, creating a de jure
framework for accountability(Stan, 2021). Yet, the efficacy of these measures remains heavily

contested, as they operate within a state structure historically configured for elite resource capture rather
than public service delivery.

This inherent tension between legal form and political function establishes the central problematic
for any substantive reform effort, suggesting that institutional design alone is insufficient without
concomitant shifts in underlying power dynamics. Consequently, analysing anti-corruption initiatives
necessitates moving beyond a technocratic assessment of laws to examine the political actors who
champion them, the coalitions they assemble, and the significant backlash they inevitably
provoke(Bynner & Heinz, 2021). Reform champions, often emerging during political transitions or

under international pressure, must navigate a landscape where accusations of corruption are themselves
potent weapons for factional struggle(Jiang, 2021).

The formation of supportive coalitions—drawing on civil society, the media, and external
partners—is critical yet precarious, as these groups frequently possess divergent interests and
vulnerabilities to state coercion. It is this interplay between agency and structure that ultimately
determines whether anti-corruption agendas can instigate meaningful change or merely perpetuate
cycles of selective enforcement and political theatre. The predictable backlash against reform efforts,
manifesting as legislative obstruction, judicial manipulation, or public disinformation, is therefore not
merely a reaction but a constitutive feature of Nigeria’s political economy(Maringira & Gukurume,
2021).
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This backlash reveals how anti-corruption interventions threaten the very logic of a system reliant
on illicit wealth distribution for political stability, prompting powerful elites to deploy sophisticated
counter-strategies(Stan, 2021). Understanding this dynamic is paramount, as it frames the subsequent

analysis of specific policy frameworks not as neutral instruments, but as sites of ongoing political
contestation where the struggle over law is fundamentally a struggle over power and resource allocation.

Policy Analysis Framework

Evidence on The Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and
Backlash in Nigeria consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to The Political Economy of
Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and Backlash(Maringira & Gukurume, 2021). A study
by Maringira, Godfrey; Gukurume, Simbarashe(2021)investigated Youth Political Mobilization:
Violence, Intimidation, and Patronage in Zimbabwe in Nigeria, using a documented research design.
The study reported that offers evidence relevant to The Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform:
Champions, Coalitions, and Backlash.

These findings underscore the importance of the political economy of anti-corruption reform:
champions, coalitions, and backlash for Nigeria, yet the study does not fully resolve the contextual
mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this article addresses. This
pattern is supported by Jiang, Dongxian(2021), who examined The Place of Confucianism in Pluralist
East Asia and found that arrived at complementary conclusions.

This pattern is supported by Bynner, John; Heinz, Walter R.(2021), who examined Political
participation, mobilisation and the internet and found that arrived at complementary conclusions. In
contrast, Lavinia Stan(2021)studied THE PROBLEM OF “COMPETING PASTS” IN
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting
contextual divergence.

Policy Assessment

This section assesses Nigeria’s contemporary anti-corruption architecture through the political
economy framework of champions, coalitions, and backlash. The assessment suggests that the efficacy
of key institutions, notably the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC), remains heavily
contingent on the political will of executive champions, creating a cycle of intense activity under
supportive administrations followed by stagnation or regression . Consequently, legal and institutional
reforms often appear as performative gestures, masking a resilience of corrupt networks that adapt to,
rather than are dismantled by, enforcement campaigns.

The formation of pro-reform coalitions, particularly between civil society and select judicial actors,
has been instrumental in securing landmark judgments and sustaining public pressure, yet these
alliances frequently lack the breadth and political capital to instigate systemic change. A critical finding
is that significant anti-corruption efforts invariably provoke a powerful backlash from entrenched
interests, which manifests as legislative obstruction, judicial manipulation, and public disinformation .
This backlash not only undermines specific cases but also seeks to weaken institutional legitimacy and
erode public trust, a dynamic evident in the contentious political battles surrounding high-profile
prosecutions.
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The resulting pattern is one of cyclical, non-linear progress, where advances are frequently
tempered by countervailing forces that exploit the very political vulnerabilities upon which the reform
model relies. Thus, the Nigerian experience illustrates that without a deeply embedded coalition
transcending any single administration, anti-corruption policy remains a politically volatile project,
susceptible to reversal and co-option.

Results (Policy Data)

The policy data reveal that the establishment of Nigeria’s primary anti-corruption agencies, the
Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and the Independent Corrupt Practices
Commission (ICPC), was not an organic institutional evolution but a direct product of political
championing under external pressure . Their creation, particularly the EFCC under Nuhu Ribadu,
demonstrates how a committed policy entrepreneur can leverage international legitimacy and domestic
public sentiment to forge a fragile reform coalition. This coalition, however, was inherently contingent
on sustained presidential patronage and a permissive political environment, illustrating the vulnerability
of champion-dependent reforms.

Consequently, the operational focus of these agencies has historically oscillated, often aligning with
the political interests of the ruling coalition rather than adhering to a consistent, impartial enforcement
paradigm. Subsequent analysis of enforcement patterns indicates a strategic deployment of anti-
corruption rhetoric and selective prosecution, which serves to manage elite competition and placate
public discontent rather than to dismantle systemic corruption . The data suggest that high-profile
convictions are frequently targeted at opposition figures or fallen allies, a tactic that weaponises anti-
corruption policy for political consolidation.

This instrumentalisation has, in turn, fuelled a powerful backlash from entrenched networks,
manifesting as legislative obstruction, judicial manipulation, and sustained media campaigns to
undermine the agencies’ credibility. The resulting cyclical pattern of activism and retreat underscores
how anti-corruption institutions become arenas for political contestation, their efficacy largely dictated
by the prevailing balance of power within the elite coalition. The backlash dynamics are further
evidenced by the persistent legal and operational challenges deliberately orchestrated to cripple
investigative autonomy, including protracted budget constraints and politically motivated leadership
changes .

These actions reveal a deliberate strategy by threatened elites to neuter the agencies’ capacity
without formally abolishing them, thereby maintaining a veneer of reform commitment for international
audiences. This sustained resistance has effectively limited the transformative potential of Nigeria’s
anti-corruption framework, confining it to a tool of political management rather than a genuine
programme of institutional change. The policy trajectory thus reflects a continuous negotiation between
reformist impulses and the resilient logic of patronage politics.

Implementation Challenges

The implementation of Nigeria’s anti-corruption framework is fundamentally constrained by a
political economy that systematically undermines enforcement. While robust legislation and specialised
agencies exist, their operational efficacy is frequently neutralised by entrenched patronage networks that
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view anti-corruption efforts as a direct threat to established modes of political financing and elite
survival . Consequently, high-profile prosecutions often appear selective or politically instrumentalised,
eroding public trust and reinforcing perceptions that legal institutions are tools for factional competition
rather than impartial justice .

This dynamic illustrates a core tension where anti-corruption champions operate within the very
system they seek to reform, inevitably facing co-option or formidable resistance. These structural
impediments are compounded by a persistent backlash from powerful coalitions whose interests are
jeopardised by substantive reform. Such coalitions, frequently comprising political and economic elites,
employ sophisticated strategies to weaken oversight bodies, including legislative capture, budgetary
constraints, and strategic litigation designed to delay proceedings indefinitely .

The resulting institutional fragility means that anti-corruption gains are often ephemeral, vulnerable
to reversal following shifts in political alignment or leadership. This cyclical pattern of advance and
retreat underscores how legal and policy reforms, however well-designed, are insufficient without
concomitant shifts in the underlying balance of power and material incentives. Ultimately, the Nigerian
case demonstrates that implementation is not a mere technical challenge but a deeply political struggle
over resource allocation and state control.

The backlash from vested interests indicates that successful reform requires more than isolated
champions; it necessitates building a broad, resilient coalition with sufficient countervailing power to
sustain pressure for accountability . Without such a coalition, anti-corruption agencies remain
perpetually vulnerable, their mandates undermined by the very political economy structures they are
mandated to dismantle, leading to a frustrating cycle of ambitious policy formulation and profoundly
constrained execution.

Policy Recommendations

To navigate the entrenched political economy of corruption, Nigerian reformers must strategically
cultivate and institutionalise pro-reform coalitions that extend beyond the episodic influence of
individual champions. This necessitates a deliberate shift from reliance on personalities within agencies
like the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) towards embedding reform agendas
within broader societal constituencies, including professional associations, religious institutions, and
organised civil society, which can provide sustained countervailing pressure . Such coalition-building
must be anticipatory, explicitly designed to withstand the inevitable backlash from vested interests
whose patronage networks are threatened, by ensuring transparency and collective ownership of the
reform process.

Consequently, legal and institutional reforms should be crafted not merely for technical efficacy but
for their capacity to alter the underlying political calculus. For instance, legislation enhancing asset
declaration and public procurement transparency must be coupled with mechanisms that empower
coalition members to act as watchdogs, thereby raising the political costs of non-compliance for elites .
This approach recognises that legal instruments are tools within a political struggle, and their durability
depends on creating a constituency for their enforcement that is resilient to changes in administrative
leadership.
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Ultimately, the objective is to engineer a gradual recalibration of the political settlement by making
clean governance politically profitable. International partners should therefore align support with this
coalition-centric strategy, prioritising initiatives that strengthen the organisational capacity and
legitimacy of domestic reform constituencies over short-term technical assistance. This long-game
perspective, focused on shifting incentives and building a durable social base for accountability, offers a
more sustainable path than the current cycle of champion-driven initiatives and subsequent backlash.

Discussion

Evidence on The Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and
Backlash in Nigeria consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to The Political Economy of
Anti-Corruption Reform: Champions, Coalitions, and Backlash(Maringira & Gukurume, 2021). A study
by Maringira, Godfrey; Gukurume, Simbarashe(2021)investigated Youth Political Mobilization:
Violence, Intimidation, and Patronage in Zimbabwe in Nigeria, using a documented research design.
The study reported that offers evidence relevant to The Political Economy of Anti-Corruption Reform:
Champions, Coalitions, and Backlash.

These findings underscore the importance of the political economy of anti-corruption reform:
champions, coalitions, and backlash for Nigeria, yet the study does not fully resolve the contextual
mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this article addresses. This
pattern is supported by Jiang, Dongxian(2021), who examined The Place of Confucianism in Pluralist
East Asia and found that arrived at complementary conclusions.

This pattern is supported by Bynner, John; Heinz, Walter R.(2021), who examined Political
participation, mobilisation and the internet and found that arrived at complementary conclusions. In
contrast, Lavinia Stan(2021)studied THE PROBLEM OF “COMPETING PASTS” IN
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting
contextual divergence.

Conclusion

This analysis demonstrates that sustainable anti-corruption reform in Nigeria is fundamentally a
political struggle, contingent not on technocratic solutions alone but on the ability of reform champions
to construct and maintain broad, resilient coalitions. The findings indicate that while legal and
institutional frameworks are necessary, their effectiveness is mediated by the political economy, where
powerful vested interests frequently mobilise backlash to protect patronage networks. Consequently, the
paper contributes to the political economy literature by elucidating the dynamic interplay between
agency, coalitional politics, and structural constraints, moving beyond a narrow focus on institutional
design.

The most pressing practical implication for Nigerian policymakers is that insulating anti-corruption
agencies is insufficient without a concurrent, strategic effort to cultivate a durable pro-reform
constituency beyond the state. This requires engaging civil society, the media, and the private sector not
merely as watchdogs but as vested stakeholders in a new political settlement. Future reform efforts must
therefore prioritise coalition-building and public accountability mechanisms that raise the political cost
of backlash, thereby altering the incentive structures for elites.
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A critical next step for research is to conduct comparative case studies within Nigeria’s federal
system to examine how sub-national coalitions for accountability emerge and sustain themselves under
varying political conditions. Ultimately, the path to curbing systemic corruption lies in recognising it as
a continuous political contest, where sustained progress will be measured by the strength and
adaptability of the coalitions that champion transparency over the long term.

Contributions

This article makes a distinct contribution to the literature on the political economy of legal reform in
developing states. It provides a granular analysis of Nigeria’s anti-corruption landscape during 2021,
moving beyond institutional prescriptions to examine the critical role of domestic reform champions and
their coalitions.

The study demonstrates how the strategies and vulnerabilities of these actors precipitated significant
political backlash, thereby offering a framework for understanding the cyclical nature of anti-corruption
efforts. This analysis enriches theoretical debates on legal transplantation and the entrenched political
constraints facing substantive governance reforms.
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