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Critique of abstract politics

By Edwin Madunagu

BOUT the middle of 1985, the tendency to which I be-
onged in Nigeria's Marxist Left met somewhere on the
campus of the former University of Ife, now Obafemi
Awolowo University, lle Ife. We met [0 review our pro-
gramme and, in particular, to discuss whati may now artc-

ulate as “abstractionism” in the national platforms of the

Nigerian Left. And what do I mean by “abstractionism”, a
term in which, I fear, | may now have embedded unrelated
“attributes™ Let me recall the dramatic procedure used by
the comrade who introduced the subject =

The comrade produced a current draft programme in the
Nigerian Leftand asked the presiding comrade to substitute

Kenya or Ghana or Cameroon for Nigeria everywhere the lat-
- terappeared in the document The presiding comrade chiose
Kenya, and we spent some time doing the substitution. To
cut this long intoductory story short, the “new” pro-
gramme obtained after the simple substituton of the word
‘Kenya for the word Nigeria could pass for a good evan bril
ii'am:afiugmmﬁe for the Kenyan Left. In other words, there
was almost nothing specific to Nigeria in the original pro-
1e meant for Nigeria! ae =
After this “warm-up” exercise, we next tried to convince our-
selves, first that this practice of writing abstract, non-“na
tion specific” or “supra-nation” programmes and
manifestoes of souggle against capitalism, imperialism and
dictatorship and for workers’ power, popular democracy
and socialism was widespread in the Nigerian Left; and sec-
ondly: that our tendency was not guilty of the error - hawv
ing, in practice, abandoned ita decade earlierin thelocality
where we were holding that meeting. What followed was, of

course, the imperative: to decide and prepare to wage a

struggle against the practice described above, the practice I
nMcaH‘abs&cﬁmm” - :

-One particular element of this envisaged struggle
“abstractionism” was the writing of a book to bgtﬁm‘l‘t‘g
{(Un) Making of Nigeria" (or, in full, “The making and un-

of Nigeria”). twastobea sta account, a
critical and seif<critical account of what had been a contin-
uous historical process: the simultaneous building and

of Nigeria and the social forces responsible forthe
building and ﬁ& responsible for the wrecking of the na-
tion. Thiswould be followed, of course, by how the “building
struggle” would continue more concretely. For several rea-
sons, this writing project did not come out the way we
planned it. Instead of a single comprehensive group publi-
cation, whatwe had were single-author internal memos, ar
ticles, collections of essays and monographs.

It was not that organisations and tendencies of the Niger-
ian Left were not connected with the masses or the grass-
roots. No, they were well connected with and active in the
ranks of workers, peasants, women, students, academics,
professionals and other strata of the popular masses. But
their “connections” and “activities” were either entirely lo-
cal or-where theywere notentirely local and attempted to
be regional or national - were fragmented and uncoordi-
nated. Beyond this-and this isthe core of the matteratthe
national political level, or on the question of state power,
whatthey did, said and wrote did not indicate that revolu-
tion or the capture of state power in Nigeria - by whatever
means, electoralor nonelectoral-was, for them,a realizable

political project, in the foreseeable future - assuming that
sucha political projectwas even considered desirable. twas
as if the Nigerian Left was, at best, a selflimiting protest
movement. : oy
Thepreceding satement isa sumaghone,delibemtely made
sobecause “abstractionism?” isstillalive in the Nigerian Left.
Werethe Nigeran Lefi voc “abstraar,as defined above, were
it to consider revolution or the capture of state power as a
desirable and realizable political itwould notsum-
marily dismiss concrete and significant political questions
raised by political forces outside orwithin the Left And it
would not shy away from raising concrete political ques-
tionsof its own and putting them on the agenda of national
political discourse, debate or struggle.

For the avoidance of doubt, by concrete and significant na-
tional political questions here I mean questionsdirecty re-
lated to the issue of political power, the caprure of stare

power -and not simply those permanent economic, class -

and popular-democratic struggles (like struggles over
wages, employment, prices, human rights, sate abuse, so-
daFfv&elfare, security, etc.) that the Left must permanendy
wage to be able torecognize and define itself as Leftand be

so defined and recognized by its primary constituencies
and the nation. Current national political questions would

include whatisnowknown as “restructuring” Related toit,

and perhaps historically issuing from the same cam
wasthe fora'naﬁongalconfemnce"andlater'swgaé%

national conference” or SNC. :

Wharisart Fresenr embarrassing to me, as a not-Looyoung
member of the Nigerian Left, is that several Leftists now
make it sound as if “restructuring” and “sovereign national
conference” were autonomous formulations from the
Nigerian Right. Of course, not. For the origins of these two
campaigns,  invite interested persons to research the print
media of theearly 1990s. Such personswill discover the role
played by the Nigerian Left in formulating the campaigns

- and final clustero

and giving them revolutionary and popular-democratic
contentéy and forms. . :

Recently, I re-organised my current position on “restruc-
wuring” around five “clusters” of ideas. I shall conclude this
piece with an outline of the “clusters”. The first “cluster” of
ideas I called “the impossibility of {pure) ethnic separation
in Nigeria”. By this1 mean that Nigeria cannot break or sep-
arate, peacefully orviolently, along pure ethnic lines oreven
along near-pure ethnic lines. And by e ethnic lines" I
mean withoutcreating new entities with significantmajor-
ityfminority dichotomies.

The second “cluster” of ideas, “relates toclass-to-class rede-
ployment and redistribution of national resources or;, sim-
ply, the restructuring of classappropriations. By thismean
the massive movement of resources from the ruling class
and blocs to the popular masses throu: g;gfﬂeonented
radical reformsinemployment,education, health, housing,
transportation, ...” and the lifting of several layers of exis-
tential burden from the shoulders of the “common people”™.

- ‘the third *“cluster” is sssentially the strengthening of the

present six geopolitical zones and the creation of a presi-
dential council of six equal members, each member
senting a geopolitical zone. The headship and vice-headship
of the council will be rotational within a 4-year presidential
tenure. Put differently: Instead of the present office of the
president, there shall be the presidential council of sixequal
members. The tenure of the council is 4 years; and each
member will head the council for 8 months. The vice-head-
ship will also be for 8 months. In this way, in a presidential
tenure of 4 years, a council member would have acted as
head for 8 monthsand asvice-head for 8 months. :
The fourth cluster of ideas is the creation of alevel of gover-
nance below the present local mment council. This
call the ‘oommunitg" or the “neighbourhood” In the fifth
ideas: Nigeria will remain a federal re-
publig the current principles of citizenship, fundamental
human rights and principles of state policy will be en-
hanced; the Federal Government will give up a substantial
fraction of its current appropriation to the states and local
overnments. The states, in turn, will finance the zonesand
e local governments will finance the communities.
Each of these five “clusters” can be argued and defended by
the Nigeria Left on historical, political and ideological
grounds. Defended: not just in conclaves, but crucially be-
t['?;e gvexgp.gpulart;’passaandthem?uomdtahn
usters” represent a concrete revoluti / plat
form on the single question of "resmmmng'qll‘tmy\at[;’htht

form I have called “popular-democratic restructuring” or
“restructuring under popular democracy”




