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Study notes on ‘state’ and ‘state failure’

- ance of private property and hence social
classes. One of the “take-aways” here is this: The
state has not always existed and need not con-
tinue to exist for eternity. The first part of this
proposition is what we already know; the sec-
ond partis whatthe Left, including the Nigerian
Left, is projecting scientifically and ideclogically

The fundamental function of the state is asso-
ciated with the need for the state’semergence: it
is to “sustain” a “class structure” and “relations
of production™. This fundamental function can
be broken down into several aspects and elabo-
rated. Millions of books have been written on

pearing to leap directly from the packed events  the fundamental function of the state and this
of the year: Coronavirus pandemic, youth  function’s mainaspects. Another takeaway:The
protest or EndSARS, deepening mass poverty  fundamental function of the state has remained
and desperation, Boko Haram and kindred in-  a class function since the state's emergence. Fi-
surgencies, banditry, kidnapping and armed  nally, although what we have said so far relates
robbery, deepening classexploitationandstate o the state in general, that is, the state through
robbery, state delinquency; increasing resort o all ages, the state with which we are dealing
fascist approaches to governance, increasing  here, in these notes, is the capitalist state. And al-
separatist agitations, state violence and law-  though there are fundamental attributes com-
lessness, generalized insecurity and theemer-  mon toall states, past and present, thereare also
gence of state-inspired, state protected, but  gignificant differences arising, in particular,
formally “non-state” fascist movements. from thedifferent ways by which class exploita-
The Left movernent, as a whole and inits €5~ tjon is carried out in each mode of production
sental divisions, has a large body of working  and-enforced by the state. Finally, we must not
ideas and experience of “revolution” or what  forget to underline rhis fact: the Nigerian state,
some Nigerian Leftists, intheirtacticalwisdom,  our subject, is a capitalist state. :
now call "system change”, The possibility and when the fundamental function of the state
prospects of it taking place in Nigeriacan also  has been broken down to its main aspects, three
not be regarded as a strange propositiontothe  of thelatter can be isolated. Two of these may be
Nigerian Left. But the concept, “state faifure”™,is  summarised and given as: *Provision of those
much less understood and much less used in  general conditions of production which cannot
current revolutionary politics. And when“revo-.  be assured by the private activities of the mem-
lution” and “state failure” are posed asrealand  bers of the dominant (or ruling) classes™; and
immediate alternatives, the movementappears  “repression of any threat tothe prevailing mode
to be faced with an entirely new summons.  of production from the dominated classes or

Since lam unable to persuade myselftodismiss  particular sections of the dominant classes, by

this summons, whatIneed todoin this pieceis * means of the army, police, judiciaryand prison-
to Iook at the “state” and “state failure™ gener-  system”, etc. (Ernest Mandel: Late Capitalism).
allyand inthe context of our recentexperiences  Each of these control institutions has grown be-
and current national situation and then look  yond what Mandel saw and could project.
boldlyat the newsummons: “revolutionor state  The third main aspect of the state’s fundamen-
failure” and see to what extent it is a real alert. tal function is critical but prone to be forgotten,

The theory of the state to which the Nigerian  wrongly ascribed or taken for granted: Accord-
Left subscribes Is the one originated by Karl  ingto Mandel, it is the “integration of the dom»
Marx and based on the separation {not di- . inated classes, toensure that the ruling ideology

chotomy)between the state and the society, the  of the society remains that of the ruling class,
former having risen from the latteratapartic-  and that consequent}y the exp[o{(ed classes ac-
lar pointin human history. Thispointinhuman  cept their ovn exploitation without the imme-
history is assodiated with }the developmentof diate exercise of repression against them
preductive forcesand mode of production, pro-  (because they believe it to be inevitable, or the
duction of material surplus, and the appear-  ‘Jesser evil', or ‘superior might’, or fail even to

By Edwin Madunagu

(This piece Is dedicated fo two of the sur-
viving members of the Old Guard of the
Nigerian Left: Comrads Biodun Jeyifo (BJ)
who furns 75 on January 5, 2021, and Com-
rade Bene Madunagu).

S this extraordinary year 2020 comes to a
Adose, the Nigerian Left appears to be faced
with a mocking challenge partly orchestrated
by radical and Leftwing social media: “revolu-
tion or state failure”, It is a challenge also ap-

perceive it as exploitationy’. A

Roughly, Mandel’s first aspect may be called the
“coordinating, administrative and organiza-
tional” aspect of the capitalist state’s funda-
mental function. The second aspect is the
“repressive” or “coercive” aspect. The third as-
pect is the “ideological” subfunction. Genera-
tions of early Marxists did not pay sufficient
attention to this ideological subfunction; or,
when theydid, theytended to merge it withthe
repressive subfunction.

We may note: When we say the “fundamental
function” of the state orthe main aspects of this
function, it should be clear that the state does
not performall the functionstharensurethe re-
production of society Not the pre-capitalist
state, not the capitalist state, not the capitalist-
state-in -transition and not the projectad post-
capitalist (socialist) state. What the state illegitimacyetc.

(especially the capitalist nation-state) doesex-  The fourth observation flows from the third:IE
clusively Is to provide and enforce the frame-  we say that a state has failed, what aspect or as-
work for this reproduction. This exclusive pectshave failed? A person maylose afootorone
domain {or sphere) is what Mandel referstoas  or both eyesand still continue to move. But not
the sustenance of “class structure” and “rela- when the heart is lost! This confirms the need
tions of production™. This clarification is im-  for focus. In the fifth place, justas in the consid-
portant for strategy and tactics and for focus.  eration of “revolution” we may concelve “state
For instance, when we say that the Nigerian  failure” both asaneventand as a process. Hence
state has“failed” oris“failing” whatactuallyhas  the concept of “failing stare” comes in, A sixth
failed or is failing? We shall return to this  and final preliminary observation here is the di-
presently. - alectical refationship between “revolution” and

Afailed state is currentlydefined inseveralpop-  “state failure” in the sense that the'latter - con-
ular reference books and essays(inthe Internet  ceived dynamically - may trigger or initiate the
and elsewhere)as “a political bodythat hasdis-  former, and conversely All depends on the his-
integrated to a point where basic conditions  torical and political conjuncture.
and responsibilitiesof asovereign government  So, judging from the multitude of crises par-
no longer function properly Astatecanalso fail  tiatly listed in the opening paragraph of this
if the government loses its legitimacyeven ifit  piece, has the Nigerian state failed? Is it failing?
is performing its functions properly”. There Is  Is the summons: “revolution or state failure”
no problem here. An alternative definition is  real? in otherwords, is a fundamental change of
given likethis:“Afailed state isastatethatisun-  agenda called for in the Nigerian Left? 1 may at-
ableto perform thetwo fundamental functions  tempt a provisional answer: The situation in
of the sovereign nation-state in the modern  Nigeria is serious, very serious. But it calls only
world system: it cannot project authority over  for intensification of the current course of pop-
its territory and peoples, and it cannot protect  ular struggle and organization, not romance
its national boundaries”. Again, no problem, with a formula thatmay lead to unhelpful, if not

Finally, another definition: *A failed state isa  dangerous, voluntarism or adventurism, The
state whose governing capacity Is attenuated  Nigerian Left should simply carry into the year
such that it is unable to fulfill the administra- 2021 a renewed revolutionary commitment to
tive and organizational tasks required to con- bodntlectoralpolitimanddimctpopuhrsma
trol people and resources and can gle.And itmust never, néver again, allowthe
minimal public services. Its citizens nolonger  lowing three objectives - popular democracy
believe that their government islegitimate,and  propelled bypopular power, national unityand
the state becomes illegitimate intheeyesof the  socialism to either separate from each other or -
international community”. Well, well, still no  shift from the movement’s strategic focus.

problem. '

Observations: When we combine these defini- —
tions of “state failure” with the definitions of
“state” and “functions of the state” given earlier,
we note, first, that the three alternative defini-
tions of “state failure” are so close, complemen-
tary and non-contradictory that a composite
definition can easily be articulated from them.. - -
Secoirdly, we may note that the various defini-
tions of “state failure™ and a composite defini-
tion are not contradictory to, or inconsistent
with Mandel's definitioni of the fundamental

function of the state. Thirdly, we may also note
that from the three alternative definitions of

“state failure” and a composite one that can be

articulated, we can distill the following specific

forms {or aspects) of “state failure™ state disin-
tegration, state collapse, state delinquency, state




