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For comrade James Crentsil

This twindisagreement was the main di-
viding line between the Bolsheviks and the
‘ 1 JHEN my mobile telephone rangaround Mensheviks in the Russian Marxist revolu-
4.00 am on Wednesday, April 15, 2020,1  tonary movement. Be thatas it may, itwas
knew, before checking it, what newsIwould  the Bolsheviks, the facdon led by Viadimir
receive: the death,at the Universityof Calabar  Lenin, which advocated cadre party forma-
Teaching Hospital (UCTH), of James Kolawole  tionand actually formed one, thatwon the
Kwame Crentsil, popularly known as Com- debate through itsleadershipof the 1917 50-
rade James Crentsil in and outside Calabar  cialist Revolution. ,
and in and outside the Nigerian Soclalist  Ina cadre-party every member, male or fe-
Movement. Hedled at theage of 63,aunique  male, young or old, high or low, was a
member of the set of classical “cadres” or “cadre” or a “foot-soldier” or atleast had a
“Soot-soldiers” of the post-Civil War Calabar  definite action-based assignment - in addi
socialist formadon. The generaland partice-  tion to the general responsibilities of party
lar meanings of these key defining terms - membership. The Calabar Group of Sodial
scadre”, “foot-soldier”, “classical® and ists (CGS)formed in August1977 - justlike
“unique”-will become implicitlyclearinthe the AntiPoverty Movement of Nigeria (AP-
course of this composite but brief tributetc  MON}and the Revolutionary Movement for
Comrade James Crentsil and, through him, theLiberation of Nigeria (REMLON) which 1
to the Calabar Group of Socialists and the ~mentioned inmy tributetoBjand KK in jar-
Nigerian I2ft, both of which he served with  Uary 2020 -was a grand-heir of this aspect

By Edwin Madunagy

uncommon faith and exemplary dedication of Leninism In its developmentthrough the |

for more than 35 years. Like most of us, the decades the Calabar Group of Socialists had
surviving members of the Old Guard of the  toshed someof its original attributes. Butit
Nigerian Left, Comrade James Crentsil, retained some,and party retaineda partic
though younger than our average age,had  ularone: the cadreship (or “footsoldiery™)
been aging and afling for quite some time, pPhenomenon. Our departed compatriat,
long before the present pandemic. Comrade James Cmmﬂ, was an eloquent
Students of history of modem revolutions  Starement and unique symbol of that phe-
will recall that at the beginning of the 20% nOMeENon. i
century, a fierce debate on party formation  Put simply and directly: For more than 35
arose In the communities of exiled Marxist yearsandwith his base in Calabar, Comrade
revolutionaries in Europe, particularly the James Crentsil remained a consisten, sel#
Russianexiles in central and western Europe.  less, frontline and indeed unique “cadre”
The debate was around themost appropriate  and “foot-soldier” of the Nigerian Left and
type of organization that was demanded by  the Calabar Group of Socialists. He was
the socialist revolution that was generallybe  unique in the sense thatat leastin the last
lieved to be fast approaching. The serious decade of his life he remained virtually
choice was between a “mass party” and a aloneintherole our history had placed him
“cadre party” - a military-type formation,in and which he neither regretted nor be
concept and in operation. Of course, these trayed. .
were approximations because there were Comrade James Crentsil was not a founda-
“cadres” in mass parties and mass partici- ton member of the Calabar Group of So-
pants in cadre partyactivities. But we are talk- cialists. The foundation members of the
ing of essences, rules and methods. group included Eskor Toyo, Ebony Okpa,

Another crucialdebate wason the firststep  BeneMadunagu, Bassey EKpo Bassey, Assim

in the sodialist revolution and theexact the- 1taand myself James Crentsil wasadmitted

oretical characterization of that first step. inthe firsthalf of the 1980s in one of thebig

waves of mobilization and admission that  ary movement. In this integration the latier
characterized the firstdecadeof thegroup’s  was dominant; the latter took precedence
existence. The waves included the“AliMust  gver the former
Go” students’ protestof 1978, thecdebration [ shali retum to the attribute sketched
of Zimbabwe's independence (1980), the  above because that was Comrade james’
May 1981 general strike, the formatonofthe  defining character as a revolutionary social-
National Democratic Movement {against st But, in the meantime, I propose thatjust
fascism) (1981}, with Comrade Dipo Fashina  astheNigerian leftand, followingit, theCal-
asa prominent frontline mobiliserand o  abar Group of Socialists had “organic intsi-
ganizer, the National Political Debate(1986),  lectuals” in the sense of Antonio Gramsci-a
the formadonofthe CrossRiverS@atebase¢  phenomenonyocunger Leftists justifiably cei-
Directorate for Literacy (DL} and Calabar-  ebrate- the Nigerian Leftand Calabar Group
based Citizens for Community Action (CTAY  of Socialists also had “organic grassroots
(1987), and the formation of the Labour leaders” of whom Comrade james Crentsil
Parny (1989} was 2 shining example. Thus, Comrade
At the time Comrade James Crentsilcame  JamesCrensil's workshopas a printer in Cai-
inwo the Nigerian Socialist Movement abar became a special, but popular opera-
through the Calabar Group of Sodaliststhe  tional headquarters of all tendencies and
latter bad transformed from a unitary for-  sub-formations of the Calabar Group of So-
mation governed by the Leninist principle  cialists and ali spheres of our popularde
of “democratic centralism” o a formation  mocratic struggie in which: the “grassroois™

_ resembling Yugoslavia’s ruling revolutions  were involved. And Comrade james himself

ary party under Comrade President Broz remained the physical controiier of this
Tito. Students of the history of socialistre  headguarters from the late 1980s unitil e
olutions will recall thatthestructureof the died in MidApril 20246.

Yugoslav party - for better or for worse - re- When I returned to Calabar from The
flected {(orwas reflected by} Yugoslavia’sfed-  Guardian, Lagos in Septemberi994, Inoticed
eralism and federal state structure. The  thatsome of the older comrades, including
transformation of the Calabar Group, 2  my spouse, Bene and Bassey Ekpo Bassey re-
product of its own “earth-shaking” internal  ferred to,and hailed ComradeJames Crentsil
struggle between late 1977 and early 1978,  as “Raba Isale”, a Yourba sociocultural termm
was in two directions - partly resembling  which I may give a modern political transia-
the Yugoslav experiment a shifi from“uni-  gon: “grassroots leader” or "grassroots god-
tarism” to “federalism” and asignificantre-  father”. Rather than ask for explanation, §
laxation of the categorical demands on  decided towatch and see. I knew, to begin
cadres and “footsoldiers”. ~ with, thatthe comrades could notsimply be
The uniquenessof Comrade JamesCrenisii  alluding to Comrade James’ Lagos-Ghana
in this transformation was, first, that h¢  mixed parental origin. Such allusion to na-
chose to be and remain acadreof the Cal  tional or ethnic origins would be strange in
abar Group of Socialists as awhole rather  the Calabar Group of Socialists and stranger
than thatof one or a combination of some  still in older comrades. It did not take long
of thevarious micro-tendenciesandsub-for  for me to confirm that the name “Baba Isale”
mations of the Group; and, secondly,thathe  given to James by members of the Old Guard
also chose to remain a cadre or “footsok  referred to his stature and role as one of our
dier” in the original Leninist sense of com-  most respected and effective grassroots mo-
plete integration of labour for personal bilisersin Calabar

material sustenance and unpaid work as

“cadre” or “foot-soldier” of the revolution 7o be continued fomorrow,



L fz//fff dey paad 20, 2020 o s articte on www guardian.ng

For comrade James Crentsil (2)

By Edwin Madunagu

Continued from yesterday

’Iﬂ}:‘ conventional wisdom in all tendencies of the Calabar
Group of Socialists was that ifyou conceive a mass politi-
<al action or radical intervention you firstdiscuss the viabil-

ity with Comrade James Crentsil, the “Baba Isale”. He might

then tellyou, “Comnrade, give me two days”. It is his prelimi-

nary report and advice atthe end of that period - after he had

“hit the grounds” with some other “foot-soldiers™ under his
“command?” - that will suggest to you whether to move fast

with minimum publicity or just move forward and table the

idea in a group meeting or simply bury the idea - perma-
nently or for the meantime. The movement had pai dearly
;;rheneverit violated this simple rule given to us g;n our own
istory: : - '

In thga te 1980swhen the military dictatorship under Gen-

eral Ibrahim Babangida was executing a convoluted, strait-
jacket transition-to-civil rule programme with fascist
methods, Comrade James Crentsil became a member of a
selfconstituted Security Committee of the Nigerian Leftin
Calabar. The committee was not armed and did not direct
any armed formation or activity. So, what did it do? Let me
answer with a Nigerian proverb which may be translated
thus: “A mother hen says that when she makes noise on the
approach of a hawk, the purpose is not to scare away the
hawk, but to alert the world to what is about to happen to
her, oris happening to her”. '

Inlike manner, the Security Committee of which Comrade
James Crentsil was a prominent memberwas created not to
confront the Nigerian state, not even to defend the Left or
the masses, but to raise the alarm when a danger was ap-
prehended. Older members of the Calabar Group of Social-
ists,visiting Leftists from other partsof the country; activists

of the labour movement and popular-democratic organiza-
tions may recalla number of “narrow” escapes, sudden post-
ponements of meetings, shifting of venues and
disappearances of comrades during the Babangida and
Abacha dictatorships. Most of these occurrences were results
of alarms raised by members of the Security Committee.
Now what factors-biographical, occupational, educational,
objective and subjective - enabled Comrade James Crentsil
to play the roles he played in the Nigerian Left in general and
in the Calabar Group of Socialists in particular? First, James
was the product, on June 10, 1956, of a union between a
Ghanaian father and a Nigerian mother. Secondly, he had an
all-round technical secondary education in Ghana and an
all-round technical tertiary education in Nigeria (Kaduna
Polytechnic}{19751978). In the latter he specialized in Build-

ing and Printing technologies. Thirdly, hewas somehowrad-  emplary revolutionary understanding and practice of com-
icalgizedasateeng erbothginGhanaaxy';d inNigeria. Fourthly, —mitment, service and sacrifice; faith and loyalty; humility

he had the benefit of living in the barracks in Lagos and  and proletarian taste; kindness and humanist passion;
Kaduna after the Civil War with a maternal auntwhowasan friendship, comradesh ip and solidarity, we may underline
officer of the Nigerian Army. This partly explains the disci-  the immediate material implication of his being a Leninist
pline he exhibited in private and public life. In the fifth place, “cadre” or “foot-soldier” of the Nigerian Left and Calabar
with his decision to settle in Calabar fromabout 1980, hewas ~ Groupof Socialists. By thisI mean the implicationon hisma-
spotted by a revolutionary formation, the Calabar Group of - terial life of his decision to subject his work for family suste-
 Socialists. Finally, Gob it James Crentsil was fortunate to  nance to the demands of his unpaid revolutionary duty. This
enjoy what several comrades of his generation did noten-  particular choice of his putanabsolutelimiton his material
joy:arelatively non-turbulent family life, , comfort, talk less o;g’ersonal material accumulation, how-
Insummary, how will the Nigerian Left andthe Cal-  evergoodor productive he might beasa commerdal printer
abar Group of Socialists remember Comrade James Crentsil?  and all-round technician. | SR 953
What, in other words, is the essence of this tribute? Thean-  [was shocked, butcould do only very little to ameliorate the
swer can betentatively given undertwo broad headings:the ~ situation, when, about a decade ago, Comrade James
-Highlights” of Comrade James’ revolutionary careerasa  Crentsil told me that what he charged any comrade who
“foot-soldier” and “BabaIsale”; and the “Examples” of Com-  broughta job to him (in his capacity as a printer, builder,
rade James. : = electrician, plumber or mechanic) was based on *commu-
Under *highlights” we remember Comrade James' role in  nistcosting”, rather than “capitalist costing” - where the lat-
workers’ participation in the 1986 national political debatein terwas at least twice as high as the former! Put differently,
the old Cross River State which included the present Akwa whenComrade James Crentsil printeda book, journal, pam-
Ibom State; his role in the formation and endeavours of the  phlet,calendaror programme, builtahouse, dug aborehole,
working class-based Directorate for Literacy which em- repaired amachine or electrical ﬁmngﬁifgram{i!de hedid
anated %rom this debate; his role in the Citizens’ for Com- this notasa contractor butas one of his own paid workers
munityAction{CCA), hisrole inthe1987/1988 non-partylocal  utilizing “unpadded” market purchases. coces vl
government elections which the Left won in CalabarMunic-  Thecritical aspect of this S_torg‘is that practically everyone
ipality and in Biase and Obudu Local Government Areas (in  Who brought a job to Comrade James Crentsil came as a
centraland northern parts of Cross River Staterespectively). “comrade” who should enjoy “communist costing” and for
The Left creditably ran the three local governments forthe  whom James should worlk as an ordinary worker and not as
periods they existed. We also recall Comrade James’ rolein @ contractor. Todeepen the contradiction and worsen thessit-
the Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC) Workshop held in Cal  uation, themany people (comrades and non<omrades)who
abar in April1989; the formationof the Labour Party {LP)later ~ continually made material demands on him would not,on
thatyear, Left politics during the long years of Babangida-  such occasions, consider him an ordinary worker that he
Abacha dictatorship; the prolonged protest over the “june  considered himself and who he was in objective material
12%,1993 election annulment; and Left resistance during the  terms. Nowonder Comrade James Crentsil died in personal
Abacha-instigated coup hysteriaof late1997to early1998.All  material penury! | Som e e e R
these were before the Fourth Republic which began inMay  Comrade James Crentsil must have derived hisconceptand
1999. : Talgal - practice of “communist costing” from the “direct labour®
In the last two decades we may list the following: Comrade ~ and “communist” costing principleswith which the Calabar
James Crentsil’s role in the mobilisations around the funer-  Group of Socialists, through its popular-democratic forma-
als (other than burials) in Calabar, of several comradesin- tions,rantheno; Calabar Municipal Government (un-
arms, including Ola Oni (2000), Ita Henshaw (2004),Assim  der Comrade Bassey Ekpo Bassey) from March 1988 to May
Ita (2009), Gani Fawehinmi (2009), Eskor Toyo {2016) and 1989. {:l:les‘se_rved that government whose territory has
Eyambi Akpet (2019); and his courageous role during the  since been split into three local Overnment areas as a tire-
state persecution, and then, personal tribulations of Com-  less, but unlisted, unpaid and selfeffacing “cadre” and “foot-
rade Bassey Ekpo Bassey in the period: 2000-2010). Inall  soldier” committed to our common rning desire to
these, and more, Comrade James Crentsil rose to his fullest produce the best-run local administration in the country.
height as “foot-soldier” and “Baba Isale”, And so itwas. Comrade James Crentsil was one of the heroes
Finally, what are the “Examples” of ComradeJames Crentsil?  of thatsuccessful Calabar experiment in Leftist governance,

These can be articulated and simply stated: Beyond hisex-  Conduded,



