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Ir WAS privately criticised from
Lthe kft for my article ,4 critique
uf radical criticism which appeaied
in this colurnn on Thursdy, October
19, 1989. In that article,I attempted
a review of the processes leading up
to the state dissolution of ttrd i:
political parties ancl the creation, bv
government, of two new parties:t'Ihe Social Dcinocratic PartY
(SDP) and the National Republican
Conventioo (NRC). I had itrgued
that radical criticisrn, bv failine to
lorsee the possibility of that out-
come or failing to alt'upon the pos-
srbrlrty, was partly responsible for
ir.

Radical criticism, I had argued,
committed a grievous political error
not by its characterisation of the
transition programme as an un-
popular bourgeois imposition. For
this is essentiallv correct. The thrust
of my argumeni was that proceed-
ing from this correct charasterisa-
tion to implicity advocating absten-
tionism was uttcrly irresponsible. ln
thc event..when the 13 political par-
tics rvere dissolved, radical critiiism
found itself with nrr moral. or even
ptilitical, right ro cririr:isd rhe action.
Indeed,as l argued in my Oetober
&rtlcle the dissolution of the 13 oar-
ties was based on arguments pdrtly
borrowed from radical criticism.
This ought to have sent a signal to
radicai criticism and foried a
change of strategy or tacrics,
however be.iated-

My criticisrn of radicai criticistn is

anchorEd on twc well-known radic-
al nraxisms. The first:axioim is that
although mran rnakes his own his-
tory, he does not make it r.lnder cir-
curnstances chosen bv himself. Man

makes lfistr:ry under circumstances
given and transrnitted from the
past. But to use the given circumst-
ances to make history is not, as
opportunists and philistines would
argue, t0 worship these circumst-
ances. For, whoever worships the
accomplished fact cannot prepare
ibr ttre future. To use the given cir-
cumslances to make historv is to use
certain elements within "them to
pose nsw questions, and rnobilise
around these questions. ?hese ele-
menfs can alwa.ys be found provided
one is not or:lv revolutionaru but
aiso political and practical.'The
question wtrether or not one has
'faith' in thc transition programme
does no arise. For "faithi be-iongs to
the sphere of metaphysics, not of
politics. The task befdre radical
politics is to try to find one's way
through a tissue difficulties and con-
tradictions, not to take a flight from
reality. That is radical politics as I
understand it, and I think, as it
shouid be"

The second axiom is that a poli-
tical struggle is in its essence a sfrug-
gle ofsocial interests and forces, not
of argurnent. Argumgnt only ser-
vices the mouemenfof social in-
tere$ts and forces. It cannot substi-
t.ute for them. The first axiom
comes from.Kari Marx Eightenth

Brurnaire of Louis BonaParte an*
the second is from Leon I rotsKy
ihe R.evolution BetraYed. These
r*o 

"t"n, 
arnong manY others, Paid

clos* and crimfrritted attention to
this matter.

The private criticism which rrY
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article provoked deserves public ex-
arnination because the former, like
the latter. was ftot motivated by pri-
vate interests, but by the noblest
public interests, namely, the in-
terests of the popular masses of
Nigeria. It is with this understand-
ing and not from any feeling of self-
righteousness that I am now con-
tinuing my criticism under the title
A critique of radical politics.

The weakness of radical politics
in Nigeria is rooted in deep theore-
tical rnisunderstanding. It is fair
however to say that these rootsgo
beyond our paiticular experiencein
Nigeria. Our misunderCtanding is
partly rooted in the history ofradic-
al politics. Radicals world-wide are
now reaping the bitter fruits of that
misunderstanding. It is therefore
irnperative for every leftist or radic-
al to go back to thc basics and carry
out a major and critical, review of
the theory of social change which
has so farinfluenced him oi her and
the corrcrete experiences that had so
far been accumulated by partisans
of that ther:ry.

This epoch dernands that lessons
that havebeenforgotten in the heat
of battle be dusted up, that debetes
already "closed" be revived, that

domination - the rype. of society
that socialism still pr6ilaims in spitl
of the disaster tn Eastenn Eurbpe

- there is simpiy no other way io
proceed. If this "looking back"
appears as another concession to
reaction at home and abroad, then,
Iet reactionaries add it to their false
"victories.'l

7n 1927 , in the heat of the desper-
ate, but determined struggle to
check the consolidation of the vic-
tory of the stalinist faction in the
party and state, I-eon Trotsky, a
hero of the 191.7 Russian revolutiort
and a leading intellectua! of the Far-
ty whom Letirdescribed in his testa-
ment as the "rnost capable" of the
Bolshevik leaders suddenly with-
drew from open political debate"
When he finally emerged, he put
out in the ilewspapers a series of
e$says on culture, literature and arts
under the general title: Not bypoli-
tics alone, These essays have nqw
formed part of the classics of rnarx-
ism. But in the Soviet Union itself
they have remained banned since
L928. The present situation, at
home and abroad stronElv recom-
mends (hem. They constiitite cne of
the. most".perceftivg critiques of
radical politics available to us.

Ttre post-Lenin rnternal struggle
in the irarty and stat'e had bee"n" a
bitter and bloody one.' lt never
abated; rather it was to become
more bitter, and bloodier, as the

who had been the heroes ofthe 1917
revolution were taking less and less
active.part in this equally historic
struggle to determine its course.
Those who still participated in re-
volutionary politics had by then
undergone a tragic transformation.
From being conscious revolutionar-
ies, they had now become the un-
thinking thugs of the stalinist fac-
tion. Trotsky's cry for popular in-
tervention \4ent larselv unheeded.
The strugglt. was faft becoming an
exclusive olre between the leader of
the factions, Trotsky among them.

It was at this stade that Trotskv
took a short break hom "politics"'
to find sufficient explanation for
this political ohservaiion, namely:
Mass indifference to the politic-al
struggle of the leaders, dogrnatism
and intolerance on the parl of the

.revolutionary leadere and extreme
brutality in conducting political
struggles. F"or the standard explana-
tion, namely, that the masses were
indifferent because they weie weary
{rorn the long civil wir and wer6
dispersed by economic difficulties,
although valid, was no lonser suffi-
cient. to^ .erplain the tragEdy that
now befell the revolution.

A critique of radical politics (1)
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LTIGERJAN radicals are oerfect-
1\ ly correct in cc'nsideringpo/irr'cs
as primary in the struggle to-recon-
stitute society, or to administer it.
Our mistake has been to detach
politics from its roots and sources of
nourishment by ignoring the dialec-
tical relationships between the eco-
norny, politics and culture. Radical
Bolsheviks nnade the same fatal
mistake in mid-1920s. For in the
course of their battle against stalin-
ism, the radicals first separated
politics from the economic relations
on the ground.

Later they operated as if socialist
culture had notonlv arrived but had
become dominant in the Soviet Un-
ion: That is, in a country that had
just been liberated politiially from
centuries of slavery, medievalism
and fuedal despotism! As Trotsky
admitted in his essays, not only was
the bourgeois culture still domi-
nant,socialist crllture would require
decades of hard struggle to create
and a longer period to become
dominant. But he made this "dis-
covery" after the battle had been
lost and the fate of the revolution
determined.

The central proposition of the
radical view of liistr:rv is that in ev-
ery epoch. the prevailing mode of
economic production, dTstribution
andexchange and the social orga-
nisation necessarily following frSmit constitute the foundation" uoo,
which is built up, and from wliich
alone can b.e explained, the politic-
al" legat, cultural and intellectual
history of that epoch.
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The conditions for a newepoch,
or social order, canme into 'being

when the economic foundation oI
the existing order runs into contra-
dictions which cannot be resolved
internally, that is, through the ap-
plication of mechanismi available
and legitimited within that order.
From this point, the society can
either move forward by overturning
the existing foundatioi and creatin[
a new one or degenerate culturally
and politically on a foundation that
has become historically obsolete.
Nigeria has entered 

- the latter
phase.

This general proposition neces-
sarily leaves many critical things un-
said. For a generil propositioilcan-
not anticipate all possible details
and inter-connections. For exam-
ple, it says nothing of the role of
culture both in the crisis of the
foundation (its inception and de-
velopment) and in the political re-
solution of the crisis. It is the task of
radical politics to supply the links
which are always concrete in everv
theatre of struggle. It is these linkt
that radical politics in Nigeria has
ignored. And yet politics is sterile
when not based on them.

Radical politics must internalise
and be guided by the fact that not
everything can be explained directly
through class analysis. For socia!
reality does not reduce to classes
and the relations between them. It
is also necessary to ernphasis that
tlie marxist meihod of' historicat

factthat
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materiatisridoes not reduce to class
analysis.

In other words, classes and the
relationsbetween them (that is class
struggles), although oonstituting
"the motive force of historv". do
no-t. exhaust social reality, 'the
subject-matter' of the marxist
method. If a formula is needed, wo
can say this: Although classes and
class struggles constitute the motive
force of history, they are not equal
to society - in the same way thht a
car engrne ls not equal to a car.

Hence, social analysis on which
politics is based embriccs the analy-
sis of classes and class strucdes As
well as the analysis of. non{ass *
cial phenomeni such as ethnicitv-
ethnic characteristics and orb:
judices, religion, culture, national
character, etc. And all these inter-
ract with, and influence, class
formation. But sufficient weight has
not been attached to non-class fac-

bourgepis cfass nor the ivorking
class seeks power to rule over itsel-f
alone.

A social class seeks power to rule
over society as a whofe, to capture
the entire social formation'as its
constituency. Hence, since culfure
is an important element of the social
formation, radical oolitics oueht to
pay critical attentiin to it an? the
medium through which it is express-
ed and comirunicated. nainelv.
literature and the arts etb. But orii
radical politics has so far failed
woefully in this respect. Its ideolo-
gical base has remained either nar-
row or amorphous; so has its social
base.

Radical politics has been pursued
as if socieW is inhabited exdlusivelv
by well-foimed social classes witfi
rigid and clear+ut boundaries; as if
all cultural attributes are class-
based; as if there are no ethno.
religious and cultural contradictions
within the ranks of the workine Deo-
ple; as if all social contradictio-ni are
class-based; as if there are only men
or only women in the workinrclass:
as if tliere are no generationdi gaps,
etc.

In short, radical politics has been
conducted as if thi '.workins oeo-
ple".is a purely economic caielory
or slgnlfies purely economic rela-
tions: No culiural attributes, no reli-
gious sentiment" no ethnic con-
sciousness. Radical politics has
been pursued in the abirract. More

radical politics has
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cial force

tors in our oopular strussles in
Nigeria. This'is responsiblE, in a
large degree, to th-e inability of
socialism to become a material so-

In their

But while

by it.
either

allow

these
work-

Just as culture influences politics
so does non-class social phen'omena:
conrnbule rn. moulding social clas_
ses. And tn their interiaction, they
gv.e-nse to.the ag$egate calied so-
ctat tormatron. My own conclusion
is that although politics has class
character, it takes place on the Ievel

of social fstmation. For neither the


