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By Edwin Madunagu

HE battles to which I refer here divide into
two groups which are ultimately linked.
They are linked in the sense that one cannot be
resolved in any real sense without at least a se-
rious and credible engagement with the other.
In other words the strategy - “let us face this
problem and, after its resolution, face the
other” -cannot work. I am referring, of course,
to the Boko Haram battles and the mass exis-
tential battles whose current dominant form is
the popular fight against fuel subsidy removal.
‘The inseparability of the two sets of battles now
raging in Nigeria has been proposed in a very
/simple way ty Ayo Obe in her column in The
Guardian of Wednesday, January 25, 2012. She
said: “To defeat terrorists, the trick will be for
Jonathan to get Nigerians united with him”.

On Tuesday, January 17, 2012, the day after the
general strike was called off and fiiel price pro-
testers were prevented by armed soldiers from
re-assembling at the Gani Fawehinmi Freedom
Park in Lagos, a younger compatriot of mine
sent this text message to me from that city:
“Why do you think the uprising over petrol
prices failed to get to ultimate goal: lack of ide-
ological content, failure of strategy, poor tim-
ing, or absence of articulate political leadership
to guide the masses?” He ended the text by ask-
ing, rhetorically, I believe, if the intervention of
“veterans” in this type of struggle should have
been more vigorous. Of course, he was not
merely asking questions. He was running a crit-
icism.And he knew I would know.

The very next day, Wednesday, January 18, an-
other compatriot, an older one, began his text
tome with the word “Congratulations”. He was
happy about the achievement of the labour
movement and civil society groups, but re-
minded everyone that the struggle had to go
beyond what trade unions could do, and were
prepared to do. The enemy, he insisted, “is im-
perialism linked to the local vultures”. After
reading the text I said to no one in particular:
“And for the avoidance of doubt, this imperial-
isrn is neoliberal capitalistimperialism and not
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a phantom imperialism that is perceived as
merely cultural”.

The message from the older compatriot was
justareminder and hence did not require a re-
sponse - beyond acknowledgement. But my
younger friend needed a 11~x})(>nsc. Icalled him
on phone and at the end of a long and some-
what heated argument | managed to present a

osition which may be summarized as fol-
ows:The anti-fuel subsidy removal protests and
their leaderships were in?,cologicallly, politically
and socially far from being homogeneous.
The movement was held together throughout
the protest - from the moment the fuel subsidy
removal was announced on January 1, 2012,
through the national workers’ strike which
began on January 9, to the military occupation
of Lagos and some other cities on January 16, up
to the armed dispersal of the procession of
some senior citizens a couple of days later - by
opposition to the increase in the price of petrol
and the effects of this specific increase on gen-
eral price levels.

The movement was simultaneously strong and
fragile. We all saw the strength. The fragility,
which was there from the start, began to show
when the regime indicated that it would pro-
pose a 50 per cent price cutin the more than110
per centincrease announced on January 1. This
indication was then followed with a political
blackmail backed by “security reports” that
some elements in the protest movement or
among its “sponsors” wanted to use the crisis to
achieve what they could not achieve through
the ballot box: a “regime” change, that is, re-
moval of President Jonathan from power. The
import of these two moves by the regime were
captured by the print and social media. The
Guardian of Sunday, January 15, for instance,
carried the front page lead headline: “Fuel sub-
sidy: Labour, Civil Society may split”.

The proposition emerﬁing from the above is
that it was fortunate that the protest ended
when it did, or more specifically, that it was for-
tunate that the civil society wing of the move-
ment agreed to end the protest when the
labour-wing called off the national strike. Had

the protest continued it would most probably
have collapsed - not in its entirety, but as a
united front. But then, the strength of the
movement lay in the unity of its various frac-
tions identified by differences in levels of class
and political consciousness, material circum-

stances, immediate needs, aspirations and ex--

})vclalions, resilience and experience. Of these
actors, differences in the degrees of freedom
from the influence of the rulers’ ideologies
posed the greatest danger at the time the strike
and protests were called off. Every veteran
fighter would be expected to recognise by Tues-
day,January17,2012 that it wouldzf)e olitically
and psychologically disastrous for the masses
and their organisations to attempt to continue
the protest with that particular composition,
structure, leadership and above all method.

The above proposition can be made stronger:
You will objectively be an agent provocateur if
you adopt a form of struggle, or agree to be in-
volved in a form of struggle, or accept to be in
the leadership of a form of struggﬁz and fail
orrefuse to see when the adopted form has got
to the end of its life span and has to be laid to
rest or transformed to another form. So, in
analysing the last anti-fuel subsidy removal
struggle we should be able to see that the ques-
tion of “betrayal” does not arise. The protest
was also not a failure. It exhausted its subjec-
tive and objective possibilities as a united
front. My insistence with the young compatri-
ots here was that the alliance with Labour must
not be threatened but, rather, should be main-
tained and strengthened. It will be summoned,
again and again, by history.

About the time I received the contradictory
“verdicts” on the anti-fuel subsidy removal
protest from my two compatriots, I saw two
newspaper reports on the matter. In the first
report a senior labour leader said that the aim
of the mass protest was to compel the govern-
ment to respect the wishes of the Nigerian peo-

le. He then advised anyone who wanted a

igher objective, such as “regime change”, to

o through the ballot box. The next day a

eader of one of the participating civil society

organisations said that Labour had obviously
reached its “limits”, but that Civil Society activists
were yet to get to theirs. These two statements
were mild indications of the threat to the unity
of the movement - as I said earlier. I patiently
pointed this out to the young patriots.

It was also my advice that the “protest move-
ment” must get the economic argument right.
referred some young compatriots to Biodun Jey-
ifo’s argument: “The simple truth is that there is
and there is no oil subsidy. There is: because ac-
tual sums are paid out by the government to in-
dividuals and businesses. And there is no oil
subsidy: because the mathematics and the log-
ics of operations along the value chain of pro-
duction indicate that the ‘subsidy’ is a pure
fiction, a concoction that is used to divert hu-
mungous sums from our national coffers to pri-
vate hands” (Talakawa Liberation Courier,
Number 228, The Guardian, Sunday, January 15,
2012)

On %:riday, January 13,1 had received a text mes-
sage to the effect that the sender had learnt from
two independent and reliable sources that “op-
ponents of Jonathan in the North are using the
name Boko Haram falsely to carry out terrorism”,
and that “the real Boko Haramis not anti-Christ-
ian and is for the common people and the poor
in Nigeria against the rich”. He ended with an ad-
monition that is typically his: “Be warned against
imperialists, secession planners and reckless op-
portunists”. This statement, as it stands, does not
say much about Boko Haram, but can serve as a
starting point of a discussion. 1 shall pursue this.

My greatest fear at the moment is that if the cur-
rent Boko Haram offensive escalates, radical pa-
triots may not know how to respond, or may
respond in factions - along the lines of the in-
evitable divisions in the Nigerian state. Although
it is not for me to dictate what individual patri-
ots should be doing now, I feel it is necessary to
advise that as we prosecute our particular strug-
gles we should not lose sight oFthe movement
of the whole. Ishall, in the coming weeks, elabo-
rate the key points I raised in this opening seg-
ment.

«To be continued.
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IN this second segment I shall further share my
thoughts and notes on the origin, develop-
ment, trajectory, ideology (some call it “narra-
live"?, agenda, and motive force of Boko Haram,
and how to engage the bloody insurgency - dia-
logue, or force, or both. 1shall also look at the
threats or alleged threats of secession and the
voiced pledges of some surviving veterans of the
(1966 -70) crisis and war to, once again, oppose
secession with arms. From all these would
emerge, I expect, the elementary lessons of Niger-
jan history and the tasks before radical patriots,
genuine democrats and leftists. In this present
exercise-and definitely notasarule! -Iwould try,
| as much as possible, to omit names of dramatis
| personae, or their affiliations or even their loca-
tions. My aim is to avoid, also as much as possi-
ble, ad hominem reading of this particular piece.

Last Thursday, in the first segment, I reported

being told by a compatriot that he learnt from
two independent and dependable sources that
‘“opponents of Jonathan in the North are using
the name Boko Haram falsely to carry out terror-
'ism” and that “the real Boko Haram is not anti-
Christian and is for the common people and the
poor in Nigeria against the rich”. Then followed
the warning, which 1 also reported: “Be warned
against imperialism, secession planners and
reckless opportunists”.

An ordinary reading of this message suggests
that the author believes that there are more than
one Boko Haram, or that Boko Haram now exists
in factions, or that the “original” Boko Haram has
heen taken over, or hijacked, by other forces-“en-
emies of Jonathan from the North”. The last pos-
sibility would suggest the obvious, namely, that
Jonathan has other “enemies” - from other parts
of the country, in the South. To be able to adopt
this message, as elaborated, as a working hy-
pothesis, Thave to effect two amendments. First:
that“Jonathan”, by which is meant the regime of
President Goodluck Jonathan, has “enemies” in
the North other than, or in addition to, those who
have hijacked the original Boko Haram, or have
formed another- murderously sectarian-faction
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of the group (but retaining the same name, Boko
Haram).

The second amendment is that the enemies so
indicated can be separated into two g1 (m‘J »s: real
enemies and mere opponents. The difference
should be clear in Nigeria's present political con-
text. With these twoamendments, 1 canadopt the
message I received - or rather its elaborated ver-
sion-as aworking hypothesis. At first look, the hy-
pothesis may appear internally contradictory. At
closer look, however, we see that it is not.

Itis my hope thatreaders would understand that
what I'am doing here is not a mere - and, in fact,
sterile-academic exercise. Alllam implicitly say-
ingis that we should be able to know when we are
saying the same thinF in different ways, when we
are focusing on different aspects of the same
thing, when we are appreciating the same thing
at different levels, and, above all, where we dis-
agree and the character and measure of this dis-
agreement. One primary duty of radical patriots,
genuine democrats and leftists, in particular,is to

tounderstand,and then explain to the people,
what s going on in our country in all its ramifica-
tions and inter-connectedness. What different
people and groups-including the rulers,and you
yourselves - do with the truth is ultimately left to
them.

Recently, I came upon arradmonition on terror-
ism from a foreign military officer who is also an
intellectual in his own right. The admonition was
quoted by a perceptive Nigerian newspaper
columnist. It goeslike this: “First of all, you need a
comprehensive national strategy to tackle terror-
ism. This comprehensive national strategy must
be overarching a political strategy. It ma{1 have
other components: for example, it must have a
media component, an information component,
a political component, an economic component
end, of course, a military component. But mere
use of military force will not solve the problem”.
The officer continued: “Above all, if the terrorism

* isbased onanideology, then most critically,itll be

important to address the narrative of that ideol-
ogy. Inwhich case, you have to develop a counter-
narrative or an altérnative narrative to persuade
people away from the narrative which they are

pursuing’”.

This is an admonition offered to the general
public, to “whoever it may concern”, as they say.
Asastatement on the dialectical approach to ter-
rorism and kindred phenomena, it is not new,
but the officer has presented it in a particularly
brilliant and precise language. Itis also signil‘%-,
cant that it has come from a military officer de-
scribed as “accomplished”. But, then, as a
Jong-gone genius of political cynicism would say,
it takes a wise ruler to be able to utilize good ad-
vice.

In appreciating the good advice offered by the
military officer, would say that many Nigerians
believe that Boko Haram, or the terrorist factions
of it, have an ideology, a “narrative” and a mis-
sion. In a recent short piece titled Boko Haram
and the threat of Political Islam, one of such
Nigerians said: “Boko Haram is a jihadistorgan-
isation that has declared war against anybody
that is opposed to its cause. Boko Haram mili-
tants are not asking for jobs. They are not agitat-
ing for any financial reward or compensation.
Their cause is religious.” 1 may add - for better un-
derstanding of this Nigerian’s point of view- that
Political Islam has been defined, simply, asa “set
of ideologies holding that Islam is not only a re-
ligion but also a political system”. Modern ac-
tivists of Political Islam’fight to establish this
political (indeed, social) system.

My position here is that unless and until Boko
Haram or the faction or factions which have
been accepting responsibility for the bloody acts
of the past few months tell us otherwise the
statement above remains a strong hypothesis. 1
am a keen student of revolutions and I justify
and defend popular revolutions especially those
that are anti-imperialist and anticapitalist. I be-
lieve that many Nigerians of my own ideological
and political orientation are still struggling, like
myself, to understand Boko Haram. If the group
is actually revolutionary it should assist its com-
patriots by saying more about itself and justify
its methods” and actions on revolutionary
grounds. My appeal also goes, perhaps more di-
rectly, to Boko Haram’s theoreticians and ideo-
logues.

Another Nigerian who, naturally, has shown
much concern about the current developmentsin
our country, said recently in a widely circulated
statement: “Their (that is, Boko Haram's) aim is to
bring society to its knees, to create a situation of
total anarchy that will either break up the nation
or bring back the military, which ruled Nigeriaina
succession of coups between the mid-1960s and
the late 1990s”. And, again, in the same essay, he
said: “Again and again they have declared their
blunt manifesto - not merely to Islamise the na-
tion, but, to bring it under a specific kind of fun-
damentalist strain”. And, then: “Rather thanactin
defence of Nigeria’s Constitution, past rulers have
cosseted the aggressors for short-term political
gains.”

My comment here is the same as the opinion lex-
pressed above on the alleged “narrative” and “mis-
sion” of Boko Haram. Beyond this, however, I am
struck by the reference to “total anarchy”, “break-
up of the nation” and “military coups” which the
writer claims - and I completely agree - could re-
sult from an escalation of Boko Haram'’soffensive.
When some groups in the South-South threatened
during the protest over fuel subsidy removal that
they would consider seceding from the country if
President Jonathan’s life or regime was threatened,
myresponse was that the Boko Haram's campai
of mass murder weuld achieve that objective for
them. So there was no need to issue threats. This

e of narrowness is ultimately as dangerous as
the Boko Haram.

As for the expressed commitment of a former civil
war commander to put back his army uniform to
fightany secessionistattempt, my response is two-
fold. First, that the most serious threat to the unity
of the nation at the moment is Boko Haram and
not the “ex-militants” of the Niger-Delta; and sec-
ond, that if that threat ever becomes real the
calamity will not resemble that of (1966 -1970). It
will be like Somalia or Yugoslavia: multiple civil
wars and multiple secessions. The compatriot who
warned about “imperialism, secession planners
and reckless opportunists” was probably seeing
the complex character of the present national cri-
sis.

« Concluded.




