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'In defenceofhistoqf

lnlon

Cambodta. pumalisti tpwspaper edttortalists and politf'
cal commentators in Nigeria. including those who had
ne!'er before heard ofCam-bodia. prtreedEd hom thrlsWesr-
ern annou ncemenr to condemn iut Fu and regret that the
'n:on$er' died ius( as he was about to be handbd over, not
to the governnient of his counrry, but to the United states
of Amerlca. to be uied for his heinouscflrnes.
'ln all this otpression of riqhteous indignatlon the west-

ern press did nbt tell ul and-the Nigerian press did not ash
what sustatned Fol Pot in the iungle of that small country
for ao years, from the time of hiiremoval from potller in
tgg tohis dearh in t998. wewere not told how Hrl ttrrcame
ro po$,ertnthe firx placeand hos and bywtpm hewas re
moved from psver. wewere nortold how Fol Forrnanaged
to kill monr than rwo million of his country men and
women. Did he run arnock slaughterinfi them in dre ma&'
ner of Rruanda? Did he march rlrem tnt-o gas charnbers in
rhe manner of Rdolf Uiderz Dld he simply suwe them to
death?

" lf we have been told al I this, we p robably would sull have
condernned rol Pot, butwewould athasthaveknorn rhat
rhenun carne topower in the Second tndochlnaWar,that
is, the war in tre third quarter of ttre los cenrury berween
the peoples' Iiberation forces ofviernant. Cantbodia and
Laoi, on the one hand, and fuirerican forces on rhe other;
rhat, i:n tha t war, Arnerican forces kil le( th ro u$t bombin g
and starvation, more than two million Cambodians; $ar
Amerlcan flo/ernments sustained Fol For forzoyears after
hewas ovehhrown by theviernamese tn a bor*irwar; and
finally trar those in power in cambodiatoday, *rough_fie
helpof rmertcangovernment,wereallcollaborators-of ml
Fot"

I wrote the precedi ngnt o paragraphs 20 y€ars ago, tn Au-
sust t998.Were I to revise them codarr I wuld harne added:
\ile would, aboveall, hrye uncorered a big irory of history,
namelv. rhar dre Pol Fot reqime which has been "unlvet-
s a [f atiused a nd cond enr nl d fo r ktl li n g its peopl e W sar-
vation, actuallv came to Dower in r9?5 with the primarY
agenda of tacliling rhe nuss stanation caused bythe sui
taind bombing of cambodia carried out by lmerican
forces for fiveydrs.'

ln a srudy finding. Canrbodrfi $s,vsflon ond Rnrolutlon,
p ubl ished in rg7 g Srhe uon thy Revla*, Press, Nen' York two
Lmerican scholarisu mma rised nrhat trey saw on ground
tn Cambofia: "Nowhere was tre war - Ttre second In-
dochina ldar - so bruml, so devoid of concem for hurnan
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ByEd*tmdngt
TCANNOT lptt' rernember otacrh'how I ftrsr encountercd
I *,ir ohrase: 'ln defence of histohr.'But I thtnk lt was dur-
,ng nry da6 on dre Editoru I goard ilftre Guardtan berleen
mi+lgeoi and mld-tggos. The specific source must have
been odia oleimun. a friend andcolleague that I had met
and engaged a bout sryen years before I la rxled in that lle$'l
paper 6o[ise. ln dre first encotrnterwifh the phrase. lt was
irsed as trtle for a contribut,on to fie debare on a widely-
knorrun ac cou n t o f a' cross<a rpetin g' ( today's " de fec ( i o n' )
episode in a Nigerian regionat House of AssembJy in the
earl.v t95os rhe phrase ha? thereafterrernained a favourite
one ln my hixoricd wriringp.

From November t99o roEarly fanuary l99L I used "Reftr
ra rion of offi cial h isrory" (whicli i n nry h-ea d was a va riant of
"ln defence of history") as tide forthe longesr serFs tn m-y

Thursda-y column ln those days, In August 1998, tr p|Iase
- ln irs ofiginal form -was uset as tirleTora special pirblic+
uon of our archive and research ltbrarv in Calabar.And an
odrer va rian r of dre phrase -'Re fu radons of fa lse narratlve sn

- is the $de ofan udpu blished (oryer-rob+published) col-
Isrion ofmyanicles and essays on Nigerian Hisrory. ..

The tggs sirecal publicatiori, 'In de6nce of hi*o-r/ was
nct iilrcnded for wiCe distnburien in the firsr insrance.
Rarher, it was pur out as a supplement to our regular dir
cussion notes bur witr rhe hope ttrat ir would become rhe
ffrx issue ofa regular iournal-unfornrnarely the hope has
not been raaliseil: draf ftrst lssue has rcrnalned &e only i+
sue. Ho$€verr wer the last 2oyears,I harry made more frs
guenr Etps to thls small pu-blicarion (espectally ro trs
rirefrce) rfian ro anv odter duHrcauon oiour arctrlve and
iessarc6 lbrary - afrhalgh'it ls rhe least kno,ttn. The laresr
rlp was tn rhe preparauon for my la$ arTlcle, "To Samlr
errurL a pe$onal ribure'(rtugusr n,zan).

I shall, belor, presentottracrs ftom rhe preface to thelu
gusrtgiE prblilarron I had drafred fiat freface, dded: "In
iiefence o-f hisrory: whv and How?'as Executlve Editor. I
shall concludeu[h a pfopmftton to the Nigerian [sft.

"t n May 1998, dr e ma in $ream press o fWesrbrn E tro pe and
NorthAmertrh announced rhe'death ofa rnan gohgfty the
nameFol pourhr man wassald rchavecaused rhe deattrof
rrrore rhan nro mtllion Demle tn Cambodla - a srnall courr
rrvln soutreasr*sla bolde[ad bvvlennamand ttniland" rul
St was said to have commtrfed drts trlme agntnst h*
rnanlty'benffeen tgtland rS78 when he was m powsr in

llfe. r so shatcrtng in its lmgrt (fi a sl-ety as in crn'-6;a; 
C.n *t tL 6'e us govcnrnnt urd inrrs rrndb

commenrary have contrtied to av5l{ $q sublect of the
Ountt urd ditrastadon caused by the US lntunentisr ln
CamMia they hane Spne to great hrglht to Pelrfi a Fc-
rure cf a countil, .ul"d by trrat-hnal rtrrotutiqraries" rr{tr
our hurnan feeiings, determined to redtre their c1t1rouy

tobarbarism.'
Awav from Cambodi+ the 1998 Preface went to uher

thcatfus, including Panarna arul Zaire (norv Dcmocratic
Republic of Congo, DRC): "Manuel Nollepp. the military
ruier of Panamalwhowas, in 1989, abdudted and taken to
prison in America, was for alongJirm aJl- age.lt o{ Ameri'
i'a n gow m me nt s thrtxr gfi th ei r C exr tral hrte lt ige nce

,qgdcy ( clA) Iosep h I! Sunr (ati as l*tq Su ko ) wh o s npd
trls firstloup inrsie o. dlcd in lg9? afterbeing in Pov\Y.tl
Zairt'for m&e than 32 \trars Imxrialists led the world in
the condernnation of trtobutu,dut failed to tell us who
sustained Mobutu's rnurderous reginre br so long and
tricd. even in the dyinghotrrsof his rule,toserure a set-

thment drat would haw hlt him in oflicg if not in
poner." The ltefoce also mucted on Cuba,Ublp' lral'
iraq, North Korea, Israel, SouthAfrka -and Nigeria wtrere
delibrrate falsifications and ignorance are entangM.-

The talsificarions reproducd aboveare iusta srnall frac'
ti on o fwha t the t gg I ite fme carried- But fatsi fr catio m hare
continued, more bnazenly and more systernatical$ than
eve r befbre, and at alt teuds: nadstal" reSlonal and global.
The atm is to delink ts frorn our past, trsn *re tme hts'
bry of ttre epl c$ttd, tht oppre stt and the margtnaltsed
oeooles ofNts$ia and the unrl&
' TtL netd t$Lrcfore arises for the Ntgerian Left to rwirrc
the iournat,"In defence of historf $*tt*r, Sea$y, *rurld
be lidependrnt and wtpse brod airns umulil idtdeTo
assist our pecple,especialty *,e yotrog oneq o knour.lxl'
derstan d dnd ipp rec i are tlre hlstory ofN i gsri a and tre hts'
torv of ttre uroitd into whictr Nimr[r is tnserted ard
inegnated; b correct histsical err&s, dburtions ard f4'
Sfications &rd, bv so ddns rehabtliute the tnsh to Sr*,
the preseart to &i past; toirticuhte and fwnrulate the ur-
genl questions of qrr tirn as tlrey ernerge ftom history
and t*pecialty as thty affect the workirg and miling
rnasse{ the exploited, Sle opprssed" the margfratlsd_ard
tlrs humilkted pmpbs of Nigeria ard nations d tile
urcrtd;and to asslst urr yotngpeople Bdadq crttd
perspectlves of historical ma$r


