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    Preliminaries


    Abstract


    Establishing, broadening and maintaining democracy in Africa is an issue with world wide implications. On the continent itself, democracy is a vital issue, precisely because the majority of Africans have been reduced to virtual outlaws, with little or no rights in their own countries. This process has been driven by their own governments.


    Atrocities, suppression and violence has occurred all over the continent in the suppression of democratic freedom. What is astounding is that after such suffering, the threshold of tolerance breaks and citizens seek ways to exercise some freedom from daily oppression. Nigeria, particularly in its current state, is no exception.


    Written by African social scientists, Expanding Democratic Space in Nigeria makes an essential contribution to the ongoing debate and analysis of the potential for barriers to democratic space. Chapters highlight the role of different interest groups, the implications of the country's colonial past and the legacy of military, the role of the mass media and women's participation in the political arena. Intellectuals, trade unions, human rights organisations and young people are all featured, as they take their place in what the authors see as an inevitable move towards a freer stale.


    Author


    
Jibrin Ibrahim, the editor, is a Reader in the Department of Political Science, Ahmadou Bello University, Zaria. He has a doctorate from the University of Bordeaux on Nigerian party politics and has published widely in English and French on democratisation, pluralism and religious conflict.


    illustrator


    Cover art work : Alla A. Kleekpo


    Dedication


    This book is dedicated to the memory of Claude Ake (1939-1996), one of our intellectual stars who has also played a major role in the struggle for expanding Nigerian democratic space.




    Preface


    Much of the evidence in this book and the thrust of the theoretical argument is about the steady reduction of democratic space in Nigeria over the past decade. Although the country has a tradition of a strong civil society that has been consistently in the struggle for democratisation, democratic culture and politics have been declining rather than progressing. The state has been actively engaged in restricting the democratic potential of political parties, the media, trade unions, youth and professional organisations.


    And yet, the expansion of democratic space is not just a dream of the authors. It is a collective reading of the march of history. Precisely because power and resources are being monopolised by an increasingly narrower circle, the struggle to expand access have been intensifying in the country. Precisely because civil society has been strong and relatively autonomous, the attempts cripple it have become more intense in recent years. It is the fear that popular and liberal democratic struggles would bear fruits that has been provoking the panic measures by those in power to block the access of others, eliminate dissent and destroy the capacity to struggle.


    The notion that the central agenda in Nigeria is the expansion of democratic space was first articulated in workshops organised in Uppsala and Oxford in 1989 attended by among others Bjorn Beckman, Attahiru Jega, Gavin Williams, Yusuf Bangura, Adebayo Olukoshi, Raufu Mustapha, Akin Fadahunsi and Jibrin Ibrahim. It was first popularised by Bjorn Beckman’s. « Whose Democracy Bourgeois versus Popular Democracy » published in the Review of African Political Economy n° 45/46 of 1989 and in the collection edited by Rudebeck (1992). The debates also focused on recent developments in the Nigerian political economy that were promoting authoritarianism and resulted in the publication edited by Adebayo Olukoshi (1993) The Politics of Structural Adjustment in Nigeria. The twin programmes of structural adjustment and political transition to civil rule conducted by the military have been eroding development and democracy in the country, so a wide spectrum of interest groups have developed a concrete stake in contesting state policies and thereby striving for a better future. As Beckman (1992 : 148) has argued, many forces have a stake in protecting and expanding the democratic space in order that further advances for the society at large could be made.


    It is the contention of the authors in this volume that popular organisations democratic movements, labour, the youth and students, women’s organisations, etc. have a crucial role to play in the process. The Nigerian political class for its part has not played as important a role as has been expected. It has been unable to effectively combat the anti-democratic antics of the military.


    It would be recalled that the political transition programme has been so long and convoluted, so tightly controlled and so manipulated under the Babangida regime, that it was clear the chances of successful implantation of a liberal democratic regime were very bleak. At the end of the day, the presidential elections held on June 12, 1993 were annulled by the General to the chagrin and the consternation of a large cross-section of Nigerian society. The events following the annulment were very revealing about the prospects for as well as the difficulties of expanding democratic space in Nigeria.


    The immediate response to the annulment was a massive, broad based and national mobilisation against the regime’s action and for democracy. A vigorous movement under the leadership of the Campaign for Democracy (CD) developed and it appeared, as Beko Ransome-Kuti, the leader of the CD said, that the organisation which had forty one affiliate groups, had been transformed from a small alliance to a position of « determining the strategic direction of the democratic struggle in Nigeria » (African Guardian, 21 February 1994). In the Lagos Conference were the first drafts of the papers in this volume were presented and a human rights « Round Table » organised, Chima Ubani, the General Secretary of the CD contended as follows in their position paper. The CD had succeeded in achieving better cohesion and coordination of the various groups seeking to expand democratic space and to empower civil society in Nigeria. A few weeks later, the same Chima Ubani published a letter « CD : Setting the Records Straight (18 January 1994) », in which he confessed that the CD had been seriously affected by internal divisions that have weakened the cohesiveness of the organisation and the morale of its members and supporters Indeed, the Lagos Conference was the last occasion in which Beko Ransome-Kuti and Chima Ubani were publicly together as a joint team.


    At the heart of the CD crises were revelations of a collaborationist relationship that had developed between the new military regime and some of the leaders of the organisation, in particular, its President, Beko Ransome-Kuti himself. More profoundly, the crises reflected the narrowing of democratic space within the organisation itself. As the opposition group to Ransome-Kuti asserted during the February 5 1994 Ibadan Second National Convention of the CD, « democratic decision-making and collective leadership broke down, reducing the organisation almost to a one man show ». As the CD become more powerful as a democratic movement and appeared to be capable of being a major player in the game, its leadership became less willing to abide by the democratic principles it had been proclaiming and fighting for. The organisation became embroiled in factional struggles, it split and lost much of its appeal. At the national level, support for M.K.° Abiola, the presumed victor of the presidential elections narrowed to his Yoruba ethnic base. There are no easy victories in the struggle for the expansion of democratic space. It is however instructive that mass organisations, democratic movements, professional associations, and even the political class have continued the struggle for democracy. A luta continua.


    Jibrin Ibrahim
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    Part one 
The expansion of democratic space — Theoretical and empirical issues


    1 
Expanding Nigerian democratic space


    Jibrin Ibrahim


    Introduction


    Most contemporary African state traditions are built on legacies of autocratic chieftaincies, patriarchy, gerontocracy and imperial control. Independence did not reduce authoritarianism, in most cases, it increased it. In countries that followed the paths of both capitalist and socialist ideologies, political power was widely conceived as something that belonged to the state and its rulers. The people were supposed to produce and obey.


    The question of establishing, broadening and maintaining democratic space has become a central issue on the African agenda precisely because the majority of Africans have been reduced to virtual outlaws, with little or no rights in their own countries. This has been done largely by their own governments. After suffering atrocities for a long period of time, the threshold of tolerance has been broken all over Africa and people are seeking ways to exercise some freedom from daily oppression. The result is increased agitation and popular demonstrations, strikes, protests, etc. aimed at the transformation of existing political systems.


    Notions of popular sovereignty that see power as belonging to the people by right started taking roots in the mid-1980s. Since then, the question of a genuine democratic transition has imposed itself on the African, and indeed, global agenda.


    Nigeria has a rich tradition of democratic struggles but post independence regimes in general and the military in particular have considerably eroded that tradition. The question of struggling to expand democratic space has now become crucial.


    A history of political division and a tradition of democratic struggle


    Nigeria was one of few African countries which had a significant reputation for protecting human rights and civil liberties. In fact, one could talk of a certain democratic tradition in the country’s political culture. This assertion is a paradoxical one, especially as military regimes have conducted Nigeria’s affairs during most of its post independence life. Even these military regimes have been constrained to bottle up their authoritarian habits and conduct the nation’s affairs in a fairly civil manner — until recently.


    In the past, the first act of a military regime after a coup d'état was to suspend the constitution; but then, only the sections of the constitution that regulate partisan politics were usually suspended while the other sections, especially those that define the functions and powers of the judiciary and the human rights clauses, were left to function. As we shall argue in chapter three, things have changed and the military no longer pretends to have any respect for the Nigerian Constitution.


    Be that as it may, there is a rich but contradictory democratic tradition embedded in Nigerian civil society, although the pattern of primitive capital accumulation in the country and the impact of military rule have had devastating consequences on this democratic tradition. The democratic tradition in civil society is organised around a relatively fierce press, a fairly developed judicial system, a strong culture of trade union struggle and a political system based on disparate centres of power and governed by « checks and balances » that delayed the rise of tyrannic regimes at the national level. The present conjuncture, as we shall see throughout this book, is a very difficult one for Nigerian democracy. That there are democratic assets is incontestable, but these assets have limitations and are confronted with dangers. To understand the present conjuncture, the colonial aspect of the Nigerian political system must be put in perspective.


    During the years of « self government » from 1957 to 1960 — and the years of the « First Republic » from 1960 to 1965 — the situation was clear, or so it seemed. Nigeria had inherited the British Westminster tradition of liberal democracy. The Prime Minister of the epoch, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, while commenting on the « cordial relations » between Nigeria and Great Britain explained that « their system of democratic government has now become part of our own heritage and we should be wise to maintain our institutions on the British model » (Oyovbaire 1987 : 4).


    What then was this British model? It was certainly not the type of profound democratic political culture organised around a centralised Weberian administration found in the United Kingdom. It was a system of « indirect rule » established by Lord Lugard, the British colonial administrator. It was based on a policy of non-centralised administration or separate government for « different peoples ». This policy led to the evolution of certain structures and institutions which to a certain extent still characterise the contemporary Nigerian state.


    Colonial rule introduced « indirect rule » whose basic principle was « divide and rule ». In the Emirates of northern Nigeria and in the Yoruba kingdoms of the south west, indigenous political structures were retained and often reinforced by the colonial administration as the primary level of government, while in the south east, as well as among some of the acephalus « Middle Belt » societies, a new order of colonial chiefs known as « warrant chiefs » was imposed. The system of « indirect rule » had a profound impact on the evolution of Nigerian elites. In the north, traditional elites were fully involved in the administration of British imperialism thanks to the system of « Native Administration » (NA), and were therefore allies of the Crown. Second, they had a pact with Lord Lugard to keep Christian missionaries and by extension, Western education, out of the Emirates. The result was that the pace of development of Western education in the Muslim part of the north was very slow and the few that were chosen for the western schools were all employed in the NA. Thus, virtually the totality of the elite in the Muslim north collaborated with colonialism and had a stake in it.


    In the other parts of the country, Christian missionaries were given full freedom for proselytisation and virtually exclusive control of Western education. This resulted in a fairly rapid evolution of a Western educated elite, to the detriment of traditional ruling elites. The new elite, however, had limited chances of integrating into the upper echelons of the civil service even when they had high levels of education. With their high education and the frustration of being kept out, they naturally drifted into political agitation and adversary journalism, an argument that will be developed below.


    In the north, the British evolved a selection process to create a new educated elite to replace, or rather to work with, the Emirate aristocracy. Starting with the Kano « Nassarawa » school in 1909, two new ones came up in 1913 at Katsina and Sokoto, and another in Maiduguri in 1915. In 1922 Katsina College (later Barewa College) was established which became the base for the creation of northern, Muslim and conservative leaders that later grew into what is widely known as the « Northern Oligarchy » (Ibrahim 1991). The Nigerian democratic game therefore took off with these divided elites as actors whose theatre was also composed of institutions of division.


    Nigeria was not colonised as a unified British territory. It was composed of three separate units — the colony of Lagos and the two Protectorates of northern and southern Nigeria, each administered separately. In 1914, the three units were united to constitute the colony of Nigeria with an internal division between the north and the south which continued to be administered separately. In 1938, the South was divided into two regions, the west and east. This last division followed the British « discovery » of a Yoruba and Benin political tendency halfway between the centralised northern emirates and the « acephalus » political organisation in the east — hence the origins of the so-called tripartite system. This system was formalised with the Richards Constitution of 1946 and five years later, Governor Macpherson’s Constitution « federated » the three regions by creating a central assembly in addition to the regional ones, devolving effective executive power to the regionally constituted elites.


    The guiding principle of this tripartite federation was that each region had a « majority ethnic group », which was to play the role of the leading actor — in the north it was the Hausa, in the west the Yoruba, and in the east the Igb° In fact the whole process of Constitution making between 1946 and 1958 was an elaborate bargaining pantomime to find an equilibrium between the three regions, or rather, between the leading elites of the majority ethnic groups. No wonder the process resulted in the emergence of three major political parties.


    In 1944, Herbert Macaulay and his nationalist friends formed the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC), a nationalist, mass-based party composed of trade unions, ethnic associations and youth movements. After Macaulay’s death in 1947, another politician with nationalist credentials, Nnamdi Azikiwe, took over the leadership of the party. The pan-Nigerian character of the party was compromised a year later with the formation of the Ibo State Union (ISU), an Igbo federation which was soon to take over control of the NCNC. The ISU itself was formed in response to the establishment in 1947 of the Egbe Omo Oduduwa, a pan-Yoruba ethnic association, by Awolowo and some of his (anti-Zik) friends. The Egbe was transformed into a political party, the Action Group (AG) in 1950.


    In the north, the exigencies of the 1951 elections and the challenge posed by the rise of nationalism in the south precipitated the formation of a pan-northern party, the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), from a regional cultural association — Jam’iyyar Mutanen Arewa. From that point on, the tripartite model of the politics of the First Republic was established, at least in the imagination of « authoritative commentators » — an imagination that seems incapable of changing with changing reality. For example, in his book on the politics of the Second Republic, Democracy and Prebendal Politics in Nigeria (1987), Richard Joseph persists in this tripolar tradition by reading the politics of the Second Republic from 1978 to 1983 as just another example of the persistence of tripolar politics.


    Nigerian politics is not and has not been purely tripolar. Rather, it has been tri-tendential. The first tendency, it is true, is the tripolar one so characteristic of the politics of the First Republic, resulting from the domination of the political scene by the three major groups already referred to.


    The second tendency is the bipolar one which is usually expressed during electoral periods. During the 1964 federal elections, political parties regrouped themselves in two blocs. The Government bloc, the Nigerian National Alliance (NNA) was composed of the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC), Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP), Mid-west Democratic Front (MDF) and Niger Delta Congress (NDC). The opposition, the United Progressive Grand Alliance (UPGA), was composed of the National Congress of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC), Action Group (AG) and Northern Progressive Front (NPF) which was itself an alliance of the United Middle Belt Congress (UMBC) and Northern Elements Progressive Union (NEPU). This regrouping, which took the form of progressive/conservative forces, actually reflected tactical manoeuvres of a multiplicity of political groups for better access to political power and the rewards it brings. This is why the composition of the alliances changed from time to time. The UMBC, for example, has had alliances at different times with the NPC, AG and NEPU. During the 1983 elections, this bipolar tendency took the form of Government groups composed of the National Party of Nigeria (NPN) and splinter factions from the five other parties and an opposition group of the rest, known as the Progressive Peoples Alliance (PPA).


    After almost 30 years of shifting bipolar alliances, and a concerted effort by the Babangida Administration to institutionalise bipartisan politics as « the Nigerian way » through the legal imposition of a two party system, bipolarity could be considered as one of the tendencies of Nigerian politics, even if it hides a more profound multipolar tendency.


    Nigeria is not composed of two or three cultural groups but of hundreds of cultural and ethnic groups, the majority of which are dominated by the so-called majority groups. The third and perhaps the most important tendency in Nigerian politics is a persistent multipolarity which is continuously repressed by imposed bipolarity and/or tripolarity. Nonetheless it has managed to survive. None of the three regions of the First Republic represented a historic political bloc. Immediately after the Ibo State Union was formed in the east it was confronted by the Ibibio State Union. The anti-Igbo feeling in the Delta was so strong that in February 1966, Major Isaac Boro declared the secession of the « Niger Delta Peoples Republic » in protest against Igbo leadership. This first formal succession attempt in Nigeria also resulted in the first declared civil war, the now forgotten 12-day war (Boro 1982).


    Political differences in the west are more well known and need not be repeated here. In the north, many political poles exist. The dominant pole is rooted in the Sokoto Caliphate zone. It was this group that the British manoeuvred to place in power between 1946 and 1951, because they had cooperated so closely in the system of « Native Administration ». The second pole in the same zone is the radical anti-aristocratic tendency that was expressed by the NEPU/PRP heritage. The third pole is the Bornu tendency expressed in the BYM and to some extent in the GNPP, while the fourth is the northern minorities tendency expressed in the Northern Nigeria non-Muslim League formed in 1950 and transformed into the United Middle Belt Peoples Congress in 1953. This movement formed part of the constituent groups that formed the NPP in 1978.


    All these political divisions were violently repressed by the « wazobia »1 domination in the three regions, exacerbated by the Westminster Federalism of the First Republic evolving with the centre of political power held in regions rather than the centre, contrary to the British case. The refusal of the British to create more regions in 1958 when the Willink Commission affirmed that fears of domination of the « minorities » by the « majorities » were justified was virtually a disenfranchisement of at least 45 per cent of the population. The politics of the First Republic evolved in a contradictory manner, with the multi-polar tendency being simultaneously suppressed and supported. In each region, it was suppressed by one regional government but then encouraged and supported by the other regional governments, hence the elaborate system of shifting national alliances.


    The domination of political power by the northern pole meant that a democratic change of government at the centre was virtually impossible, for the simple reason that internal regional democracy was impossible. In each region, the minorities were excluded. The Caliphate Oligarchy in control of the NPC could maintain perpetual control of federal power, although it was an aggregate minority even in the north, its base. This was due to the principle that the elite of the dominant ethnic group in each region had become the inheritors of political power. The north, with 54 per cent of official representatives, could always thwart shifting bipolar alliances by destabilising them.


    The evolution of political structures and institutions in Nigeria was not therefore particularly democratic. The system of Native Administration which left vast powers — police, courts and prisons — in the hands of chiefs was a basic negation of democratic principles. The democratic process itself was systematically subverted by the system of « wazobia » tyranny within the regions. Elections were so corrupt that they became farcical. In spite of these failures, however, the British policy of divide and rule which produced a multivariate framework of political structures and institutions prevented the evolution of a unified national oligarchic or sultanic leadership for a long time. In addition, the instability of the system and its ingrained « fears of domination » encouraged the evolution of a culture of struggle for political survival and self assertion. It is against this background that a certain democratic tradition has evolved in Nigerian civil society organised around a relatively free press, a fairly well developed judiciary and a tradition of struggle by trade unions, students and professional associations.


    The role of the media


    The Nigerian mass media has a long and rich history. Its origins are rooted in the dialectic between missionary education and the colonial administration in southern Nigeria. The educational programme of the missionaries was based essentially on the three Rs — reading, writing and arithmetic — to provide the clerks, messengers, interpreters and teachers that colonialism needed. Sometimes, however, highly educated Nigerians emerged from the system by going abroad to extend their learning. Unfortunately, the colonial administration was unwilling to accept them into the so-called Senior Service. Even distributive trades and mining were blocked to the emerging African élite. This meant that only law and medicine were left to offer « honourable » employment to them. Those who did not read these two disciplines tended to be pushed towards journalism — the other option.


    Journalism developed rapidly. Commercial presses were one way of self-employment and journalism had the added advantage of being a political weapon against the exclusionary colonial system. The first newspaper established in Nigeria was Iwe Irohin, a missionary organ produced at Abeokuta from 1859. In 1862 the first « agitational » newspaper, the Anglo-African, was established in Lagos. Its editor, Horace Campbell, was a mulatto conscripted into the colonial army from the West Indies. After his army career, he tried commerce but was confronted with colonial racism and commercial blockages, hence his conversion to journalism.


    Since then, the press has developed rapidly as an instrument of political agitation by the educated and frustrated elite kept out of the colonial system. The Lagos Weekly Record, for example, complained in 1897 that it was in the most unenviable position of the British West African colonies, the worst feature of which was that the people themselves had little or no voice at all in the administration of their affairs (Omu 1978 : 149). Between 1862 and 1913 these journalist-cum-politicians, such as James Davies of the Nigerian Times, John Jackson of Lagos Weekly Times, Sapara Williams of Lagos Weekly Record, and E.D. Morel of the African Mail, became the pioneers of the struggle for public liberties as they fought against the excesses of the colonial laws, racial segregation, land alienation and taxes. Alarmed by this tendency, the Governor, Lord Lugard, convinced his Nigerian friend, Sir Kitoye Ajasa, to launch a pro-colonial newspaper, the Nigerian Pioneer, which operated from 1914 to 1936. The European Chamber of Commerce in 1925 also launched a pro-colonial newspaper, the Daily Times, the only one from that epoch still in existence.


    The anti-colonial press received a boost in the early 1920s after the formation of the Nigerian National Democratic Party (NNDP) and its newspaper, the Lagos Daily News, and the campaigns for elections of that period of so-called proto-nationalism. The next phase was the arrival of Nnamdi Azikiwe in 1937 and his « Elec-zikification » of both the press and politics in Nigeria organised around his West African Pilot. It was no accident that almost all the politicians of southern Nigeria during the First Republic, and many of those of the Second Republic, were journalists. In the north, since the totality of the elite were working with or for the colonial government, there was only one newspaper, Gaskiya, established by the government in 1939 and censored by both the government and the NA. This problem has persisted in northern Nigeria where the culture of an agitational press has still not developed, creating restrictions on the capacity of democratic forces to mobilise effectively.


    After independence in 1960 the mass media followed the political process in evolving an express tripolar pattern. This implied a political change from organs protecting the rights of citizens and of Nigeria as a nation, to instrumental organs for the defence of new regional ruling parties. Things did not change much until 1966 when a number of northern and western leaders were assassinated in the coup d’état. The result was that the media in the north and west became reoriented towards the fight against perceived Igbo domination. The New Nigerian in particular engaged in a campaign which former editor Mamman Daura called « the defence of the interests of the Northern elite » (Daura 1971).


    In spite of the draconian attempts by the state to control it, press freedom grew in Nigeria. In 1903, the Newspapers Ordinance was passed to control the press and in 1909 a Sedition Ordinance was passed to strengthen the first law. Journalists such as Herbert Macaulay were imprisoned several times under these laws. With independence, the anti-press laws were strengthened instead of liberalised. In 1962 an Official Secrets Act was enacted. (It was under this law that Newbreed and Newswatch magazines were proscribed in 1978 and 1987 respectively). The 1903 Ordinance was strengthened with the 1964 Newspapers [Amendment] Act and in 1984 the Public Officers Protection Against False Accusation Decree was enacted to establish finally that « protection of public servants » rather than « truth » should be the basic principle of journalism. Using these laws and often going beyond them, the government has imprisoned, detained, tortured, harassed and often sacked numerous journalists for writing things that are unpleasant to the state. Much more disturbing is the murder of Dele Giwa, a popular journalist, by a parcel bomb in 1986. This is the first case of murder in the 135-year old history of Nigerian journalism. In spite of all these problems, the Nigerian press remains fairly vigorous (see Ya’u in Chapter 6).


    Two other forms of mass communication play an important role in the struggle for democracy in Nigeria : pamphleteering and literature. Political pamphleteering started as far back as 1908 when Herbert Macaulay distributed 1 000 pamphlets documenting maladministration at the Nigerian Railways and the role of Governor Egerton in « wicked appropriation of land... personification of prejudice... and scandals » (Omu 1978 : 182). Pamphleteering developed as a complement to the press, usually used for sensitive issues that could not easily be printed in newspapers. Macaulay, for example, printed his pamphlet to side-track the 1903 Press Ordinance. Similarly, when in 1974 the late Tai Solarin could not get his stinging article « The Beginning of the End » published in the press, he distributed it as a pamphlet. Solarin warned General Gowon to stick to his earlier promise to hand over power in 1976 or else it would be the « beginning of his end ». The General refused to listen and was thrown out of office a few months later. The Nigerian left in particular has, over the past few years, developed pamphleteering into a fine art.


    Finally, there is literature. In his essay on the contribution of Wole Soyinka to the struggle for democracy in Nigeria and indeed in Africa, Alain Ricard (1988 : 51) recalls Alioune Diop’s 1947 prediction that African literature would become an institution like Parliament. Since then, parliaments have devolved, disappeared and sometimes re-appeared in Africa, but literature has remained : « as the voice of public opinion — talking for those who are not military officers, big merchants or landlords, and who therefore need justice in their country ».


    The works of Chinua Achebe, Cyprian Ekwensi, Wole Soyinka, Festus Iyayi etc. have done more for the struggle to liberalise the politics of Nigeria than the works of many political scientists and sociologists.


    Struggles by trade unions, students and professional associations


    The dynamism of trades, professional and students unions in Nigeria is one of the clearest signs of the democratic drive embedded in its civil society. The ability of trade unions to carry out their basic functions of struggling to improve the material and social conditions of labour is itself an important aspect of the democratic struggle.


    The Nigerian nationalist movement took its eland in 1945 after the general strike of that year. The strike was preceded by a mass campaign with the slogan that : « in the hands of workers and not capitalists lies the freedom of the world » (Coleman 1986 : 257). By crippling the railways, postal and telegraph services among others, the strike virtually paralysed the colonial system and demonstrated its weakness when confronted with the popular will. Since then, the trades union movement, in conjunction with progressive movements and organisations, has consistently fought for the rights of the common worker. The general strikes of June 1964 and May 1981 were organised at critical periods of significant erosion of human and civic rights by the state.


    The Nigerian state tried to completely destroy trade unionism in 1977-78 with a purge of « Marxist » leaders. The most prominent radical unionists were banned and a new central labour organisation, the Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC), was established. During the NLC elections, another generation of radical unionists under the leadership of Hassan Sunmonu emerged. In addition, a common front was created between the NLC, the National Association of Nigerian Students (NANS) and the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) to organise popular struggles for improved conditions of life and to resist state repression. In 1986, for example, a mass protest movement emerged against the killing of demonstrating students in Zaria while in April 1988 another series of demonstrations were organised after an IMF-inspired increase in the price of petrol. In 1994, the Abacha regime once again took over control of the unions.


    Nigerian students have played a very significant role since 1934, when they established the Lagos Youth Movement, the core on which the first nationalist party, the NCNC, was built. In the post-war years, the West African Students Union played a galvanising role in the independence movements. The 1959 « march on Lagos » of students of the University of Ibadan precipitated the press campaign against the « Anglo-Nigerian Defence Pact ». Similarly, the spontaneous student demonstrations that followed the assassination of the popular General Murtala Mohammed in February 1976 helped in preventing the retrogressive Dimka-led coup d’etat.


    In the case of the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), radicalisation was a product of the trade union struggles. Lecturers found themselves involved in the struggle to improve their conditions of work, enhance academic freedom and improve the quality of university education. Other professional associations, such as the Nigerian Bar Association (NBA) and even the National Association of Resident Doctors and the Nigerian Medical Association, have struggled for improved social services. Since the NLC’s Worker’s Charter of Demands in 1980 and NAN’s Student’s Charter of Demands in 1982, there has been a growing consciousness that specific economic and social demands could be met only if the frontiers of democracy are broadened.


    The left has played a significant role in promoting the social and economic demands of the people. Olukoshi (in Chapter Nine) argues that the left itself has been transformed over time and has become much more committed to the promotion of liberal democratic rights. From the point of view of the state, however, there is a growing « counter-consciousness » that the Nigerian bourgeoisie could only be protected by restricting human rights and tightening the frontiers of democracy. This accounts for the frequent ban orders, termination of appointments, detentions and other repressive measures that unions, professional organisations and their leaders have been subjected t° Increased repression is further reinforced by the difficulties faced by the Nigerian state in its attempt to impose the IMF-inspired Structural Adjustment Programme which is strongly resisted by Nigerian civil society — (Olukoshi 1993).


    The legal and judicial system


    We have already mentioned that law was one of the few respectable professions open to educated Africans under the colonial system. Being called to the bar was a ticket not only to a reasonably high income but also to respect. No wonder clans and villages taxed themselves to send a « son of the soil » to Britain to study law. The result was that Nigeria produced so many lawyers that their influence went beyond the country’s borders into other Anglophone countries2. For all these lawyers, most of whom were in private practice, to maintain their elevated place in society, the judicial machine had to operate in a fairly just and non arbitrary manner. The average plaintiff had to be convinced that the lawyer could make a difference in solving his problem otherwise they would have difficulty in paying for the service. Lawyers therefore had a corporate interest in the maintenance of due process, the rule of law and civil liberties : The fact that lawyers became a powerful pressure group, as well as the technocrats that drafted Nigerian Constitutions and laws, played an important role in maintaining this legal culture. In addition, they were able to guide subsequent military regimes to keep to the form, even if not to the essence, of judicial process. Military regimes were, for example, constrained to enact new decrees that would repeal or bypass existing laws that hindered their objectives rather than act in a « might is right » manner. This legal fetishism often transgresses the course of justice and the spirit of the law but to a certain extent; legalism slows down political arbitrariness especially as until recently, no law or decree in Nigeria has been retroactive.


    In the past decade, however, the principles of the rule of law have been increasingly threatened by the state. Decree n° 2 of 1984, still in vogue, allows the Chief of General Staff to detain citizens for extended periods without charging them to court. The decree suspends the important instrument of « habeas corpus » that citizens could use to compel the state to produce detainees in court. It should be remembered that in April 1961, the three « National Government » leaders; Ahmadu Bello, Michael Okpara and Tafawa Balewa met and decided to enact this type of detention law but resistance to their plans were too strong (African Concord 16.8.1988, p. 16). It has taken the Nigerian state 23 years of « effort » to be able to impose this repugnant law. The Nigerian legal system is, however, still in a fairly combative mood. In 1984, the whole legal profession rose against the suspension of due process and systematisation of military tribunals to « persecute » rather than « prosecute » politicians. They tried, with limited success, to resist the authoritarian excesses of the Babangida regime. The assassination of Dele Giwa, editor of Newswatch magazine, for example, has led to an important civil liberties case. Dele Giwa was said to have been interrogated and threatened just before his death by Col. Halilu Akilu, the Director of Military Security, and Lt. Col. A.K. Togun, Deputy Director of State Security, over a lead story he was preparing. In spite of the suspicious circumstances that surrounded his death, the Director of Public Prosecutions was unwilling to prosecute the two officers and a private lawyer, Gani Fawehinmi, decided to take the matter up in court. In a historic judgement delivered on 18 December 1987, the Supreme Court authorised private persons to prosecute criminal cases that have not been taken up by the Public Prosecution Department.


    In recent years, the struggle by lawyers and other activists for human rights has assumed a sharper organisational focus. The Nigerian Bar Association (NBA) became more openly assertive of its commitment to the rule of law and democratisation until it became destroyed following protracted struggles by Government agents to lake over its leadership in 1993. In 1985, an Association of Democratic Lawyers of Nigeria (ADLN), was set up and in 1989 a « Committee for the Defence of Human Rights » (CDHR) was set up under the chairmanship of a medical doctor and human rights crusader, Dr. Beko Ransome-Kuti. One of the most significant developments in this regard was the formation in October 1987 of the Civil Liberties Organisation (CLO) which emerged to coordinate the struggle for civil liberties. In December 1988, the CLO published a report on Human Rights Violation in Nigeria as a working document to help in the fight against arbitrariness by the state and its agents. Another important organisation is the Constitutional Rights Project, established in 1990 to promote respect for human rights and the rule of law in Nigeria.


    This brief overview of the Nigerian mass media, trades and professional unions, the legal system and human rights organisations reveals that the history of democratic struggles in Nigeria has not been limited to the formal political process. Nigerians have been forced to expand the terrains on which they struggle, and it is that spirit of expanding the democratic space that we wish to explore in this book. It is clear that there are a number of democratic assets embedded in the country’s civil society and their force and relevance lies in the relative autonomy they have enjoyed from the state. This autonomy is frequently subjected to serious threats by the state but the capacity for resistance has been significantly high. The point should be made, however, that the preservation of democracy is not a simple function of assets and problems, it is also a question of historical will. Nigerians have demonstrated a will to preserve hard won democratic rights and if they are trained in the art of provocation, they are also trained in the art of compromise. The country could evolve towards an open regulative democracy based on the rule of law and the preservation of civil liberties rather than a dangerous and rigid « democracy » composed of cabals representing authoritarian oligarchies. Numerous organisations are working towards this objective.


    The expansion of democratic space : Citizenship and human rights


    The success of the efforts towards democratisation will depend on the capacity of the African people to cope with a number of crippling challenges — that of imperialist control, that of the destruction of community by what we have called the Kalashnikov factor, that of excessive corruption and waste of resources, and that of evolving democratic systems that actually benefit the people (see Ibrahim 1995). In the 1950s and 1960s, democracy was sacrificed on the altar of national unity and/or socialism before it was tried in most African countries. It is therefore wrong to assume that it had failed, it was never given a chance (Sithole 1994). After three decades of the negation of democracy, the current African conjuncture is characterised by increased popular struggles for the expansion of democracy and the consequent crumbling of authoritarian ideologies and practices. Some issues have been more or less resolved. Authoritarianism has failed in its promise to build the African nation-state and develop the economy. The military has failed in its promise of imposing order and fighting corruption. The concentration of power in one party or one absolute president has failed to produce hegemony. The African people have shown that they are for plural democracy.


    At the same time, we are witnessing the elaboration of new structures and processes of the neocolonial control of the African people and their resources under the Structural Adjustment Programmes imposed by the IMF and World Hank in collaboration with African governments who, despite protestations to the contrary, are re-invigorating the ideology of repression. This paradoxical situation sets a new research agenda of the development of new approaches, concepts and methods in the struggle for democracy based on consultation with popular forces and interest groups. The objective is the broadening of popular participation in responsible and responsive government in an environment in which citizens enjoy broad civil, political, social and economic rights.


    Democracy is an all embracing concept and it grows and develops when there are movements working to extend it. It involves ideological factors, the normative belief that it is a desirable form of social and political organisation and institutional factors such as the constitutions, party systems and market structures. It also needs a strong and relatively autonomous civil society, a large space in which a network of non-state associations are involved in the articulation of faith, corporate interest and ideology.


    Studies in social relations of gender have considerably broadened the debate on the expansion of democratic space by focusing on the immense space in which women are marginalised and subordinated (Imam 1993 : 20-34). The development of feminist discourse and struggle has also drawn attention to the ways in which human and civic rights are not gender neutral. Civic equality, for example, often translates as discrimination against women who have less time and resources to participate in political fora due to additional domestic burdens that tie them down and the non remuneration of much of the work they do (Phillips 1991 : 44). It means that women do not enjoy the same real rights, privileges, autonomy and power even when they have formal equality (Sow 1994 : 7). By taking politics into private, personal and sensual space, feminism has helped focus attention on issues such as access to resources, relative status and security which are fundamental to the democratic debate, but have often been ignored. The study by Imam (1993) on the seclusion of women in northern Nigeria, for example, reveals a major problem area that has so far not been taken into account in most political studies, including this one.


    We have already referred to the « wazobia » domination of minority ethnic groups as being one of the repressive legacies left by the British and exacerbated by subsequent post independence regimes. The struggles of minorities in Nigeria is increasingly being recognised as a legitimate democratic struggle. The success of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP), in drawing attention to their marginalisation and exclusion at the world level since 1990, has sensitised Nigerians to the urgency of the minority question. With MOSOP and the Movement for National Reformation calling for a loose ethnic federation, it has become clear that :


    to survive as a nation-state, the country must restructure its political relations, vesting a substantial degree of autonomy in the component units (Naanen 1995 : 75)


    The basic issue posed both in the federation of the First Republic and the subsequent over-centralisation of the country is that certain groups are always marginalised from power and resources and these groups need broad support in their struggle for expanded political space.


    The construction of democracy therefore implies the continuous struggle against the privileges certain classes and groups enjoy because of their control of resources and/or power. The expansion of democratic space must focus not only on institutional and structural processes, but also on the empowerment of all marginalised groups. This includes ways of transforming their political, economic, social, psychological and legal conditions of powerlessness. The development of citizenship rights should be at the centre of the democratisation process, a return to primary sources in the debate.
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