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The left and election Zotg
By Edwin MadunagU

1N late 1979, or early 1979, Chief Obafemi Awolowo, one of
lNtrigeria's frontline political leaders and the leader of the
newly-procl a i m ed Un i ty Pa rty of Nige ria ( UPN ), came to Cal-
abar in continuation of his presidential campaign tour.The
ban on polirical activities imposed after the military coup
of fanuary 15,1966 had been lifted four months earlier and
Chief Awolor,vo had announced the formation of the party
rhe same day the ban was litted. Through the agency of
Odia Ofeimun, Awolowo's privare secretary two young
members of the Calabar Group of Socialisrs (CGS) - Bassey
Ekpo Bassey and myself- met the visiting presidential can-
diclate of UPN as he was having his dinner (of bread and Lu-
cozade drink) late ar nighq at abourl.OO am.
After the p Ieasan tries, we told Chief Awolowo that we li ked
his party's four cardinal programmes (free educationatall
Ievels NOW; integrated rural development;free medical
care; and full employment of all labours) and would like to
campaign for him freely, that is, without compensation -
but would not like to be card<arryring members of his
party,. Afrer appreciating our choice, Chief Awolowo in-
sisted that we should formally and openly ibiri rhe party.
We thanked him for granting us audience, withdrew from
his presence and teft the venue as quietly-or rather, as se

My_leview,of this story - and indeed the rest of this piece -
will be builtaround fourquestions: Whydid we make this
frip? Whywas it secret, or rather, doubly secret? What was
ou r feeli n g_a bo ut Awo I owo's response to o ur request? And
what do I feel about the event noq inore than 39 years
later?
To answer these quesfions we may have to move t7 months
back from Decembe r t978,that is, back to luly $-n.Between
the end of that month and the beginning of the following
month, Augusg 1977, Nigerian socialisS held a conference
at the Ahrnadu Bello Universiry Zaria. That conference, with
the name All-Nigeria Socialist Conference, is a landmark in' the history of rhe Nigerian Left. AII shades of radicar con-
sciousness - frorn social democracy to Bakuninist anar-
chism - were presenr. The list of invited parricipants
became useless, because the majority were uninvired. Fela
.Anikulapo Kuti came wirh rhe full contingenr of his band
and dancers. They insisted on sirdng on ihe floorl At the
end of the fourday riotous conference, a particular cleci-
sion carne out;rs a consensus: whenever ceneral obasanjo

and his militarygang lifted the ban on open policicalactiv-
ities socialists should form a single party to confront the ex-
ploiters and oppressors.
With the benefit of hindsight it may now be seen that such
a single party-accommodating all Leftwing tendencies -
could only be a "mass" socialist part]', near to social democ-
raqy, and not a'cadre' or \anguard" socialist party. Bu t this
was not spelt out at the conference, nor could the difference
have been appreciated by most of the partigipants who
were just angry, but politically progressive young Nigeri-
ans. I am now convinced that older comrades like Eskor
Toyo, S. G. lkoku, Ola Oni, Ikenna Nzimiro, Tunyi Otegbeye,
Wahab Goodluck, Dapo Fatogun, Baba Omojola, etc" must
have known that rnajor differences would emerge at the
po i nt of orecution of this la n d ma rk decisioru And so it hap
pened! W the time Bassey and I met Chief Awolowo in Cal-
abar 17 months lateq, not less than five Left parties had
emerged -each daimingto a realization of theZariadeci-
sion. But that was not all.
Leftists who went into the two leading progressive main-
stream parties: the Unity Parry of Nigerii(UnIf 1 ana the pee
ple's Redemption Pany(PRP) claimed to have gone there ro
redlize the Zaria Conference mandate. Even comrades who
went into the leading conservative parties - the National
PgrtV of Nigeria (NPNltfie Nigerian People's party (Npp) and
the Grbat Nigeria People's lartv (GNPp) - claimed to be the le
giti mate heirs of the Zaria Consensus si nce they went there.
to rake overthq parties and trarufonirttrem ! Tfre cornrades
Who were "lcft behind', that is, those that-did not form or
had not foimed panies or had'formd parties and quickly
g,am9 out - seeing that ir was a joke - were very angry.
This lastgroup included Basseyand I. And we werE ingrier
because C,eneral Obasanjo had justdismissed us and some
other Leftiss from our jobs over "Ali must go" protests. We
did not accept tharwe should just go and dsiddon looK as
vampires and predators were preparing to take over power
from the rniliary after B years We looked at the situarion
a nd decided to meet wi rh tiie r obafemi Awolowo. This arr
swers dre first of the four quesrions: lvtry did we rnake the
trip to meerwith Chief Awolowo?
Now to the second question: Why was the trip secret and
doubly secret? It was secret because we did not want the
meeting to be known to the publiq since r,ve dtd not have
sufhcient time to consider the implicarions and conse-
quences. And the rrip r,vas doubly secrer because it was not
approrcd either by the Nigerian Left in general or the ca!

abar Group of Socialists in particular. On the face of it, the
trip, whether "successful" or not, would have been consid-
ered by the two entities not only as undisciplined,bur also
as dangerously \oluntaristic" and "adventuristic", if not
"counter- revolutionaq/. We were, howwer, readyto justify
it on highly revolutionary grounds before the teft - had it
leaked. But the trip was unsuccessful and did not leak The
matter was therefore buri ed.
The third question: What was our immediate reaction to
Chief Awolowo's response? We were, of course, very disap
pointed. But later, over beer and cigarettes, we rationalized
that, perhaps, we were lucky! I thought of the possible re
actions of Comrades Bene.Bf and EskorToyo in particular.
The answer to the fourth and final question-*hat I now
think of the 1978 visit to Chief Awolowo - is the \neat" of
this piece. That answer is this: The thing that Bassey and I
did that night in Calabar should be taken as a protocype of
what the Left should openly beg,n to do now. But it should
be done collectively (as against individually) and con-
sctously and deliberately (as against idealisrically and ro
mantlc-ally). It should not be a'free gift" Iike what Bassey
and I offered.4o years ago. Ir shor.rld rather be a hard politi-
cal bargain of mutual benefits.
The offer to the other side could begrn tike this:'Although
our destinations are not the same, it appears we can pass
through the same routes for a considerable distance. Let us
then move together ind hope that before we get to the
"paryi-ng of ways' we would have convinced you or you
would have convinced us or a mutually - acceptable third
destination would have appeared. B ut in the meantime the
riiasses would have achieved irreversible successes and vic-
tories." Finally, rhis bargain, which mayresult in an alliance,
shoutd nor exhausr the strategJ or programme of the Lefc
There should be ancillaryand "fall back" positions - just as
the other side will have theirs.
This conclusion brings us to the 2o19 general erections.The
alliance talls implicirlyproposed here forthe Nigerian Left
could be wirh small political parties/groups or lirge poriri-
ca.l parties/grou ps or smal l/ hrge po I irical parrieilgroups
which satisry some obvious condirions - in terms of pio
grammes, antecedents and public image of leaderships -
provided, of course, that at [east one of the allying end;ies
is registered and that they are not all paupers or iwenites.
Let it not be like the alliance of zo parties in Kenya in the
early l98os which Presidenr Arap Moi ridiculed as an al-
liance of zo monkiesagainsta lion!


