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‘Ah must go’ and the Niger

By Edwm Madunagu

may begin this recollection of an unfortunately
b!oody, but historically significant Dplsode with the
publicversion of the story. This public version 1s m fferent, in
some critical parts, irom the records in the archives of the
ngenan Left. And, | am sure, it is also dlfferont from ti
records f=pthe archives of the Nigerian State. The essenml
dm enees here reside in two facts. The first is the fact that
hist-'jrically, and by nature, governments are liars and the
econd is the fact that the most important decisions and ac-
nons of leftist activists took place while they were hiding
froin state harassment. These decisions and actions Lou«a
therefore not be reported and, even now, 40 years later, can-
not be fuliy reportec. The bottom line, however, isthatbotn
the Nigerian State and the Nigerian Let: knew more than
they publicly offered and each krew that the other was not
saying thewhole truth.
What, thep,isinthe pubhr domain? Comrade Ebenezer Ba-

batcpe whe was, in April 1978, the Senior Assistant Registrar

(Studentsaffairs) in the University of Lagos is the atthor of
a book which is an authentic public record of “Ali must go”
episode. Fhat book is Student Power iz :\flgena (. 1356-19003.
The first pgrt of the xoxlowmg account ieans hPawly on ng
book. - -

On Monday, April 17,1978, there began a bo; /Lott of lectures
by studergsinall tertiary institutions in N1g°na whose carn-
pus unions were affiliated to the Nationai Union of Migerian
- Siudents NUNS) The immediate aim of the bo yCOtt wasto
pressure the Federal Military Government of General Ohuse-
Zun Obasanjo to cancel recentiy-anncunced increases in

sghool fees. The medium-term and long-terin aims were

what theyshould be: dermocratization, gmume independ-
“ence and enhancement of the quality of tite of the masses,
- among other popular-demacratic demands, Mobilization .
. bhadbeenannounced and carried oui by NUNS leadershipin
conjunction with cainpus executives. The lecture boy&;tt
was to be indefinite, thatis, until the government responded
positivelyor NUNS decxded to change tactics. The naticnal
coordinating centre of the action was at the University of La-
gos which was then hosting the secretariat of NUNS. The
president of NUNSwas a heavily bearded student of that uni-
versity called Segun Okeowo, a radical democratand patrict.
The first day of the students’ action went peacefully and
successfullyin all campuses including th2 Universities of La-
gos, Ibadan, Ife, Benin, Calabar, Jos and Maiduguri as weil as
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, University of Nigeria,
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Nsukka and Bayem | 'nfvprsnty Kano. Put on the second day,
Tuesday, April 18, students of the University of Lagos woke up
to see the main gate of their inst mmm. Glocked by alarge
contingent of armed police officers. Incidentally the students
had planned to peacefully march outof the camnpus on that
Jav and to deliver a protest letter i Incorpor at;m. thp r de-
ands to General Obasanjo in Dodarn Rarr
ﬂur{r*ers What fellowed was a confm‘.‘tat‘o*} beiweer
Lnarmod students and armeac police ofiicers-fitst,atthe gate
of the university, then in: the adjourning streets, and hnally in
several parts of Yaba, the university’s host community.
eralcivilian casualties were recorded within and outside the
Campus.
The national electronic media suppressed the news cf this
“carnage” on thedayit tcok piace. However, wien the reports
came out in some newspapers the foilowing morning,
Wednesday, April 19, “the situation in all the campuses of the
other universities in Nigeria simplybecame uncontroiiabie”
according to Student Power in Nigeria.imay add here that  itwasaxiomatic that since the radical szud2nis’ movement
the “uncontrollable” campuses included the University of was inserted in the larger students’ mcvernent - or else it
Calabar where Bene (my spouse)and [ were lecture rs Burwe would have a precarious existence like fich our of watsr-the
were teachers, not sfudcnt.»' OnThursday, April 20, the scene Nigerian Left would be linked directly and indirecdly with
of carnage moved to Ahmaciu Bello Univer sity (ABUj, Zara. = (he students’ movement. xxmllaxly, the labour moverent
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is left here [ shall move to what has not been in the pablic
sphere but shail iimit rmy: :eif tothe experienceof the Ni z,er-
ian Left.

The most radical wings oi the nge"un ieft at that time
were crganised in and arovnd the university fowns: | agos,
ibadian, [le-Ife, Benin, Calabar, Nsukka, les, <ano aud Zaiia.
The formations were linked, allied and concdinated in vari-

ous ways - ideologicalily and m.\toncal.}, ﬂz«.rmnaily Areina-
txonady For instance, 2 and Hhadan were linked, so wers I¥ ﬂ.,
ibadan and Lagos, ife and Zaria, Cslabar andl ife, Calabarand

Nsukka , Calabar and Zaria, Calnbar Ife md'm.u:m, otc. The
nanonal formations.included the Moveinent fac Peup!u 3
Democracy (MPD). The radical students’ wing ot tize Niger-
ian Left included the Fatriotic Youth Movement of MNi m-‘?“a

{PYMN) which was Macxist aad national.

The fundamental and central proposition hera is t‘xat fn@
Nigerian Left conld not have st cwod aside, and mdma A did sy
stand aside, during the “Ali Must Go” isis.
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= Here massacres weie carried ovt net by the police, but by which was linked to the M n'gcﬂdn Left was aiso linked to the

ed soldiers. And, again unlike what bappened in Lagns, students’ movement direcdy and thiough the radical stu-
tbe soldiers were not trying to prevent >tudents from mev-  dents' movement. Given this web of ralationships wickin the
mg cut of the campus; rathier, they were trying to force them- r)opular masses and tireir organisations it can be assumed
seives into the campus - to put down an inswitection which  that both the labour movement and the Nigerian Left were
did notexist! By the time the ohoot'n gstopped five students  “involved” in the “Ali must go” protests. 8ut rh involvement
of the University were dead. was not that of “incitement” or dlCtnt‘Ol'l “"gcé ..a,f 1.he

ihis second massacre under 48 hours provoked a naticn-  Nigerian State. :
wide unarmed uprising - not onty on ca '1‘p1be<b t also i The involvement of the Nl?‘&l’!&ﬂ Leftin “Ah must go” was
the university towns and not only by students but aiso by  thatof patrioticand respons‘blc solidarity tope*herw-xh s
acn-siudent masses. The upy m\g lasted tor the es t thhat manistand humanitarian supportand advrcewh{)x nature

eek, and beyond. In Lages, tiie main slogan was “/Ali Must ateach pointdepended on the nature of rhe development of
Go'" ateference to the serving Fedieral C u'“rniscimc (Min- thecrisis. Thus, following the massacres in Lagos and Zatia,
ister) of Education, Colciie! (Pr) Ahmadu Ali, a soldier-med-  leftistsin Ibadan, Ife and Calabar consuited and coordinated
ical doctor who, as a student, was one of the first-generation  their acts of solidarity. The consultaticn and coordination
Jeaders of NUNSL ' were done by physicai movement-in both direciions- since

Amore elaborate story of this natiopal crisis, including the  there was no access to telephones. Day and nighit were con-

socio-political background, remote and immediate causes, firmed as segments of a continuum. When { was fater ar-
students’ action, popular and patriotic interventions, the rested together with Eskor Toyo, Bassey and Bene, [ was
Nigerian State's bloody repression, purges and “witch-hunt’, accused of doing something inCalabar whereasl was, atthe
the long socio-political aftermath and how the Nigerian! Teft relevant time, hundreds of kilometers away. They did not
eventually snatched victory from defeat can be found in Ba-  know, or pretended not to know that when they sxgmedme
barope’s book where they are well docuinented aswellasin  [was actually on myway out of Calabar -racing to cmssboth
archives listed at the beginning of this piece. In the space that the Cross River and th‘- River ngerbgforf: ni g,m;nm
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