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Leftists on “tribalism”. 70 years ago

~ ries as told-by Richard Sklar in the sections
By Edwin Madunagu : “The Ibo an):j Yoruba nationality move-

Tthe beginning it was called “tribal po}  ments” and “Zikismrand radicalism,” both
Amcs"; then it became “ethnic politics™;  covering pages 64 to 84 of the book. Before I
and, now, it is evolving into “identity poli- departed for Enugu I also consulted Jamess.
rics”. But the phenomenon remainswhatit  Coleman's book, “Nigeria: 3 Background to

has always been- from colonialismroallits nationalism”, particularly chapter B, “The.

bourgeois successors. Sometimes it lies in  rise and fall of militant nationalism” and
low intensity - and many people forgetitis most particularly, the 6-page section “The
there, all the time. Atother timesit flaresup, ~ Zikist Movement (1946-1950)". And before
blowing its poisonous venom everywhere, then I had discussed with another senior
or merely raising its poisonous headin comrade,Ayodele Curtis joseph. My research
silent warning. When the phenomenon atthat pointof departure had led to me to
erupted in Lagos during Elections 2019 (as  provisional interrogation of several of
it-did in Elections 2015 ) and some leftists  Richard's findingsand conclusions. Richard
vigorously confronted it in their ownway Sklar had written:“The Zikists of (1946-1950)
A yrirh thair cum weanons (throuch on- - were angry voung men of post war Nigeria

line publications and the social media)l re- - ({NatiS post->ecONd WONGA War colorial ivige- -

minded myself thatexacdy 70 yearsago,in = ria). They were inspired by a patriotic ideal-
the same city of Lagos, a similar thing hap-  ism that could not be reconciled with the
pened. The immediate inspiration for this  tribalisticand sel-seeking tendencies of the
article comes from what youthful Nigerian middleclass nationalists -to whom they
Leftists, in their eardy and middle twenties, looked for leadership. Their alternative to

attempred to doabout tribalismand ethnic  tribalism, regionalism, and gradualism was -

politics in1948.To four of these 1948 youths - a militant program of positive action to
- Anthony Enahoro, Osita Agwuna, Habib  which they gave the name Zikism” (empha-
Raji Abdallah 2 and Oged Macauley-and  sis mine). The philosophy of Zikism, I may
theircomrades, I dedicate this piece. Inlate  add, was originally inspired by the advoca-
1990, when I began the research of radical  ciesand acuivities of Dt NnamdiAzikiwe. But
politics in Nigeria, I traveled from Lagos, like left Hegelians who rapidly outgrew
where I worked in The Guardian, to Enugu  Hegel and Hegelianism in radical thought,
tointerview two older comrades:Mokwugo — the Zikists rapidly outgrew Azikiwe and the
Okoyeand S.G. Tkoku.I wanted toquestion  NCNCin militant nationalist consciousness.
themdloselyon twoparticularpointsmade  Inaugurated in Lagos in February, 1946, the
by Richard L Skiarin his book, Nigerian po-  Zikist movement became a nationwide or-
litical parties: Power in an emergentAfrican  ganization within twoyears. Itsleadership in
nation (1963 ). Iplanned one arques midlife included Kolawole Balogun (its first
tion for each veteran. For Okoye, the ques  president), MCK Ajuluchukwu,
tion was on the reported radical opposition  Abiodun Aloba, Nduka Eze, Habib Raji Ab-
of young Nigerian Leftists toethnic politics  dallah, Osita Agwuna, Oged Macauley, Mok-
in1948; and for Ikoku, itwasonthemanner wugo Okoye, etc. The movement formally
of dispersal of these same militant nation-  joined the NCNC, notasayouth wing, butas
alists and Leftists into bourgeois political a group member.
formations a couple of years later. But we ~ Then came the last quarter of 1948, a mo-
are restricting ourselves, in this essay, to  mentous 3- month period in the history of
only one of the questions:the oneIposedto  miliantnationalism in Nigeria. In his narra-
Comrade Mokwugo Okoye tive, Sklar said: *In 1948 leaders of the Zikist
To re-formulate the question I e Movement decided that a revolutionary po-
Okoye I need tosummarise the relevantsto-  litical drive was required to stem the rising

- were the lecture, “Acall for revolution”, de-

“for positive action delivered by Habib Raji

tide of tribalism and revitalize the NCNC™.  ists and militant nationalists went into
(Sklar, page 74). The “revolutionary politi- - battle against the colonial power —but now
cal drive” included the series of lectures  overthe police shooting of several coal miners™ -
and rallies organized by the Zikist Move- athva ,
ment in Lagos between October and No-  Valley, Enugu.Many more militants, including
vember, 1948. Prominent among them Nduka Ezeand Mokwugo Okoye,acting presi-
dentand secretary general of the Zikist Move-
‘ment respectively were arrested and sent to
prison. Nothing in this entire narrative-as ex-
- citing as itwas-would have taken me from 1a-
gos to Enug in late 1990 if not the issue of
Sklar's reportof youthful Leftists' intervention
in the reported upsurge of “tribalism” and
“ethnic politics” in Lagos in late 1948 and the
dispersal of the militant nationalistsand Left-
ists into bourgeois political formations after
their mibulations of (194841951} Mokwigo
OhCye wasinccubsiantiva ot Actiag conaral
Secretary of the Zikist Movement at the time
of the movement's first uprising (1948) and
second uprising (1949). On getting toOkoye |
putthe question to himdi .He confirmed
Sklar’s reports, but gave mnher‘demﬁs.m
ticulardetail he supplied to me wasthat '
\ X Leftists discovered that young people were
tions”. He reiterated Agwuna's crucial pro-  buying off matchets from Lagos markets for
posakici: Sancar oy an ethnic war, they (Lefcists) mobilized funds
namely, “pay no more tax to this{colonial) and tried to clear off marwchers7 from the mar-
gc::emment because if you pay they use kets. On my return to Lagos, 1 confirmed
it money to perpetuate their domina- Okoye’s detail with Curtis joseph. Thus, mili-
tion over you". He was amrested and tanrnationalistsand Leftists respondedtothe
charged with sedition. So were nine more dangerous upsurge of ethnic politicsin Lagos
Zikists. The movement responded by dis- 70yearsago, first, by diverting the attention of
mibuting copies of “A call for revolution” the nationand the fighters politically and ide-
across the country. The Zikists had ologically to revolutionary rallies, lectures,
achieved their immediate aim: they campaignsandagitations;andthenbypract-
averted an ethnic wart cal :

ethnic mobilization
According toSklar,Abdallah refusedtoen- the removal of the weapons of warfare from
ter a plea and was jailed for two years. Ag- :

the market. These were revolutionary inter-
wuna challenged the authority of the ventions with the weapons and methods that
colonial court to try him. Hewas jailed for were available. And these were adequate, for
three years. Enahoro was jailed for six history rarely poses questions which revolu-
months. : ‘tionaries of that age cannot resolve with ma-
Macauley (the son of Herbert Macauley) terials and methods available or can be
and Fred Anyiam were each jailed for a developed from what is available. The devel-
year. Nduka Eze was acquitted. He was opment of a coherent and consistent revolu
thereafter appointed by the movementto tionary response to contemporary ethnic or
actforAbadallah, the jailed president. Less  “identity” politics is what is required of the

thanayear 6 later, in November 1949, Left-  present generation of the Nigerian Left.

livered by Osita Agwuna and chaired by
Anthony Enahoro on October27 and “Acall

Abdallah t1days later,on November7,1948.
Osita Agwuna's leciure was essentially a
call for rebellion against the colonial
power. He asked the people 5 to stop pay-
ing tax to the colonial government and
staft paying it to the NCNC which he de-
scribed as the new “People’s Provisional
Goverinneud . bulis tianois andAGvuna
were arrested and charged with sedition.
jiAbdallah, the president of the move-
ment, dedaredinhis »
speech thathe was a “free citizen of Nige-
ria; holding no allegiance to any foreign
government and bound by no law other
than Nigerian native lawand thelaw of na-




