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Revolutions that'fired' young Leftists
ByErw&rrradrmaeu frHHi,.i?ffi;*;tilTil:i::,3ffi*{
ffEE[ the need co begin wirh some ctaris happened. Indeed, in some cases, and for
Icarions on the title that has been corr rnanyloungNigerianLeftiss,rherolesof
srnrcted for this piece: "Reraolutions rhar particular individuals (and their [aner
'fired'Sounglrftists".Thisneed will bernore fates) became the most crirical factors in
than adequately met if a specific meaning theoverallassessmentof apanicularrevo
can beamached to the word, *rermlution',as ludonl Although ln real life it is difficult to
used in the artide and if the period under sePariate the political biographies of great
reference can be indicared - ar least broadly. persornlities from the politicd histories of
Ihere is alrc the need to indi€te the imme the nations they led at their founding, we
diace inspiration forthediscussion. nowknowthatforrevolutionariesand sru-
fusuming that it is now understood that dents of revolutions efforts musr be made

che word 'revolution'generally means a atsomeseparadon.
process of radical and fundamental tran$ tn the Russian Rerolution the'great per-
formadon ofa social orde{, irs speclal rnean- sonaliries" were Vladimir Lenin and Leon
inginthispieceappears:$thepointin thar Trotslg6 in the Chinese Revolution it was
process, the point known as "insunEction", Mao T5eTung (now written Mao Zedung);
where the old regime collapses (or is over- and in the Cuban Revolution the person-
thrown) and a new one emerges (or is in- ages were Fidel Casao and Che Guevara [n
stalled). Historically rtris "point" has been a rhe Iranian Revolution the iconic personal-
coupleof hours, a iingle ilay or, at rnosc, a ity was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.
couple of dap. Beyond rhis, the situation Whereas Lenin, Trosky, Mao, Casro and
rnay rcquire a new characterization: per- Guevara were secular revolutionaries,
hapsa"civil-war.in-revolurion'ora'revolu- Khomeini was a frondine religious leader.
tion-in-revolution." (The laner is owed to The point here is rhat they were all "wor-
Regis Debray). The historyof revolutions il- shipped" by young Nigerian Leftists - in-
Iustratesthissituacionabundantly-Thenew cluding those that professed atheism -
regime may be a single powe[ a dual power during cerain phases of the Leftists' devel-
or a multiple power. Of coursg none of opmenl
these possibilities can be "stable". Wenowcome towhat inspired this piece.
In the Russian Revolution the "point" de- A couple of weeks ago, the Nigerian state

fined in the preceding paragraph was No, was reported to have accused a detained
vember ?, l9t7 (October 25 in the OId leaderofareligioussectinNigeriaof plan-
Crlendar); in the Chinese Revolurion it was ning to stage an lranian-t)rpe Islamic Reve
October I, 1949; in the Cuban Revolurion it lution in Nigeria. According to this rcpor[
waslanuaryL 859;and in the Inanian Revo the government made the allegation via a
Iucion - the one that becarne known as Is court affidavit. About the sarne timg in a
Iamic Revolution - it vrns February n, $79. diferentcontem,thegovemrnentwasalso
Althotryh weweregreadyinfluenced bthe repoftd to have accused a Nigerian Leftist
history of modern revoludons in genenal deainee of not f ust planning a rerolution
and socialist rwoludons in pardcular, the but also planning to link his rerrolution
fuurrercludorulisedaborrhad thegreat- with tJre Islamic Revolution mentioned
est impact on the consciousness of pung earller. These, for mg are laughable cases.
Nigcrian Lrfrsts betureen $e mid{gzos and HoueneE, strrc @ harrc rpwgone bel,ond
tlremidlgeos. mere rumoursD ttre nadon eagerlyawaits
lt uas not just what happened at thce rerl the proo8 of thre chalgps rno individuat

oludonary potnts that i0red' our cfi> 'crimital" clnrges and one ctarge of
sclousnesl ne were also 1fir€d', in "crirnfunl colftr$on't
parUolaqbybowtthappen€4atwhatnr lhe pxlblic responses these dlqgadoos

evoked showed thar many in the culTent
generation of young lrftists may not be
aware of the roles of secular Leftists in the
making of what ended as an Islamic Revo
lution and the part played by that revolu-
tion in the fumher radicalization of the
Nigerian Left in that period. lt struck me
that students of Marxist dialectics and the
oryof history havq in that story a rictr, mod-
ern and accessible material for case studies
This reflectionnnsthe originof the present
article.end it lsto itwe nowreurrr.

Older Nigerian Leftists may recall, and
those not so old may tnve learntthat in Sep
tembertgTS, Nigeria's military regime un-
der General Olusegun Obasanjo carried out
a fascistJike purge of Nigeria's university
systern.This was done through arrests, rus-
dcarions and dismissals of several Leftist
studentg lecrurers and administrators over
the uAli Must Go" students' protests of the
previousApril.The state had violently sup
pressed the protestslhe national students'
body, the National Union of Nigerian Sru-
dents (NUNS), which had been formed in
1956, before the countqy's independence,
was also proscribed. (NUNS was, before long
replaced by the current students' move-
menE the Narional Associadon of Nigerian
Students, NANS),
By February 1979, the Nigerian l,eft in gen-

eral and *re LeffJst moyement in Calabar, in
particular, had largely recovered from the
shock adminisrered by the Nigerian state.
The Calabar Group of Socialisrs (CGS) and
the Universiry of Calabar$ased Movement
for Pnogressirn Nigeria (MPf.tI formed in the
Unircrsity in Augustlg7T and named after a
similar but older formadon at Ahmadu
Bello University (AB{J} TartAhad resumed
their rarclutionary stnrggle. It was at this
point, Febnnry tyEt,that the lranian RevD
lutionoploded
Everypung Nigerian lrtrst in dre perid

under consideradon (mld-tg7os to mtd-
tssos)r,vas cmpetUO b snrdy the history of
renclutions, amoqg dtrer subpctr It was in
the course of SIs study dlat aspects of dre
hrssian, Cbinse aod Cuban msoludons
'firud' our consclrusness ltls resultwas ef,-

pected and alrnost "nanrral". But what of
the lranian Revolurion of rgzg? For most of
us who came into revolutionary socidist
and Maxist consciousness at home in
Nigeria, and who did notstudy historyand
political rience as formal subieca ln the
university, the lranian renolution of tgzg
carne upon us with the suddenness of an
earthquake. The impact of two aspects of
this particular revolution on our con-
sciousness helped ourfinal necovery from
the shock brought by the fascist blowwe
suffered ln tgzs. These aspects were the
tenaciry and audaciry of Ayatollah Khome
ini and the heroism of the rnasses-espe
iaiiy students, rebel soldiers and youths -
in one of the most dramadc of modern
histort's "revolutions frorn belowi That
revolution remains a ctassic

Most of us were not, at first, bothered
about the specific roles of the Iranian Left
in that revolurion. Even when we later
learnt of these role$ our focuswas still on
Ayatollah Khomeini, studens, workers,
women and rank-and-file soldiers as if
these segments of the population were
mere autonomou s agena of history lt was
when we learng ffrsg rhatthe teftwas un-
der artack and, then, that lranians had
voted massively for the esablishment of
an Islamic Republic, thar some of the older
Leftiss succeeded in forcing a serlous i*
ternal debate on rhe Iranian Rerrclution in
the Calabar MovemenL
Even theru &e apprehersion generated at
this pointwas mitigated ordeflected later
in the year when the lranian shrdents who
imaded the American Embassy in Tehran
on November {,19?g srartd sending us,
directly and through third pardes, vol-
urnes and raolurnes of prwiousty classified
information ttrey captured This infornr*
don lncluded names and deployrnents of
ClAagens in Ni$ria in general ard ln CaL
abar ln pardcularl The r€srls bsoryttry
say A point that rernains ilrdelible, how
eeer, is that the lranhn Rerolution ls a
sody tn dhlecilcs of htmry- ltlc dl graat
rertoluthns, sorm rouH say
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