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wffiitrH"m:ryiffi:
that Corrade OII Od had died earlier in
the day in Ibadan I was Struck - mo(c
forcefully thrn ever bcfore - that the
general staff of thc Nigerian socidist
movemint which brought my own genera-
tioo to Mrflist consciousness was gra&r-
atly passing into history. I was simultane-
ously gripped by fear and paiu fer that
thg ;ocial and polidcal conditious.which'
teiininated Comrade Oni's life at the agc
of ,S6 were stili therc and may not spare
.the lives of the few leaders still remaining;
and. pain because I knew that aftcr &e .

.usrthl wave of .tritrutes'the material and .

spiritual irnpon of the comrade's death
will pass to his imrne-diate family, and life
would .continue as beforc. In the 1970s

'when I was brou-sht to rcvolutionary con-
sciousness I had rornanticised the funeraJ
of a revolgrionar5, socialist leader like Ola
Oni as a historic event Lhat would involve
columns and columns of the popular
masses: ivorkers, *'omen, youths and so-
dents, peasants, professionals, intellectuals
ahd. of course, armed dptachments if the

. sociatist movcment was in control ofgov-
emmerit or in comdpanr.l'of an anned rcvo-
lution- How much of this strall,we havc
now? Why?

Tributes to Comrade Ota Oni refened to
him explicitly as a "p,rG.democracy" and
"human,rights" sctivist and implicitly as
an.activist leqder of ethnic nationalism.
The only appropriate word herc is activist,
tnecause Ola Oni was,indeed an ectivist in
the b€st sense of lthc word. But when this
word is qualifred, in the way it is now
being done, t'y "pie.democraiy", "human
righs"l -etirnic" or "nationality" then a
monumental violence is done to the
comradc's memory and to histr.v. Of
course, Ola Oni was committed to popular
derrocracy and fouglit -for it selflessly,
consistently and courageously for rtrorc
than four decades. But he did not come to
demrrracy via imperialist-inspired'po-
democracy movement" of tbe 1990s. Ola

Understanding Comra
oni's,-popular-d-enryc1ati9 -politics for By Edwin Madunagu
these four decades included, at its very
co!€, the struggle for, and defence of, furi- lo give a testimonyt At the end of July
damental ' and all-embracins human 1993, therc was a gathering of leftist polit-
rishts-senefallv and Cs ihcv rcfatc to the ical activiSts, including myself, in Benin-

"Jnaitioi. 
of 6e masses.'He was not City. Most oi thcsc activiss are now the

brought o human righs coosciousne8s by leaders of pro-democracy and human

G .:intcmational co"nUnunity', tlre global righs morrement in Mge11. The venue.of

enslaver that now pr.t"nd. 
'to G O" the.meeting was the rcsidence of Chief .

champion of buman'righa. Most of the f11tt9g-V 
E,,1aloro and the occasion (which

'*Uria ttartire p"Ga it tir.. C"t* :i1s 1:ty{ly a.cover)-was t}re birthday of
oa" ou oni aepdrtea uor" "itt"t-*i" S^t ^:li:l -Tht 

liolent-opposition. of
grievousty misteahing or hare saii li,,l; t6 ptanqida'l.annulment of Abiola's elec-

iotrring ibout him.-who,i;;;-oi; ig1t,.1-nas-iaeli.*T :t1U -raging, 
espe-

onia ri"* ao"r thi young s;*;;;;- .tl"ll{-i" ?q:'' we had all been involved

derstand him, and others likefili"-" -" il^tlit'.T:.Y'v or-the-ather' but we now

ora oni was a Marxist. "Io.*uni.t ll$Xi":t$*"#jlTlou*"":i#.::'#;and,ipsoJacto'asociirristand a hy:T]:,j i;-,;4. ;ili;i -a p"p.ra. o"*o".i.He was an intcllectual 
"r .t' y:flq ,"orii'* ,t'i,o"". In orher words, we ferrdass. Tbe- distinction which _Antonio ,f,?*" i'fii,ifa not iust be tailins rhe orG

9.1'"i maft ?elw:cl' orqanlc.t!9v;!oq- i..ii"*i'i.riti.i"i,i ,i"i,i .r'*i"iil'ri"a
rng trom wrthm) and poalilnlf !*Y ..chickenet out" when, irirmediarely after
o,ping from outside).inrellectu{..f :h: tt" -"nnufriint, 

"," 
't"a propoi"a: u

working leoele_vanisles in Ola O_ni, just ilitippir"-iyp" response wheribl: a crowd
as .it vanishes $k9r TqVo, Ela !]sm"o, of a6!'urfivi'millio'n people would be nro-
Baba Ornojola, the late Gogo Chu Nzeribe bilised to iorm a. i,o-kilomene shield
and'soroe o&er intellectual.gians, of tbe around Abiola's house and have him pro-
working class movemint. Ola Oni, as an ckimed and iwom in Aerc as oresftnt.
intellectuat, was an organic to the working We entercd the night-long .oting -gryclass movement as he was to the'univer- with both Iiabangiia and-the profassio;il

' sity system whele hc taught, researched pciliticians. But history teaches-&at in such
and mobilised for more than two decades. maners il is not sgmciedt to be aniyy (al-
Ola Oni was a proletarian hgtrter of inter- though il is necessary). The situationcalls
national reach and perspectives. He was a for the presence of people who are suffi-
militant nationalist and a Nigerian patriot ciently dialectical and clear-headed, and

-'wberc nationalism and patriotism'here who have the ultirnate goal always beforc
refer to Niged:i and not any fractions of it. them. The angry. youog men and women
But abovc all, Ola Otri *'as a ievolution- wlro assernbled tUat nignt ftom lagos,
ary where this meam an active and activ- Ibadan, Enugu, Kaduna, Cdabar, etc, did
isi commitmenl to overturniag the existrng not PosseEs a! eof attributes in appropri-
enslaving, exiloitative, anti-people and atemeasures.Butfutunately,OlaOniwas
oooressive social oder bv dcstovine its there.
nirits. Pw all d1gsE attribuLs togetfrerJand The. argument of tbose who coeveocd t\e
you have C.omrade Ola Oni andsome oth- meeting rested..on h*o Pilla$: firs!' tlat
irs tlte him. /, 

Nigerian socidists must intervene in the

de OIa Oni ;H'F,HtrtrE:;ffi",j#
on-going political struggle which was a cornmfhique and seerircd :atisfied, he
popitar"Oeimocratic onefrnd secondly, that thook hands wi& cothfades' including me'
i#v.ust intervetrs as socialists not iust as In his usual vigorous manner, put on his
anti-mititarists, or pro{emocracy 6r hu- cap, canied his weather-beaten hand-bag
man righs activisd. Wc varned against and set out ftr thc-Benirt-mdor park to
isolatioiism, arguing that unless socialists !"qa " 

commercial vehicle to reurm to
sucteedcd in in6rvfring in the struggle on Ibadan wtrcrc be had scheduled a cguplc.of
clear olatforms and. slieans then ii and meetings ard ralLies. I myself left for Cala-

. the Dolitical tendencv- we represebted bar to organise a congress which Ola Oni
wouli become irrclevarit both in ihe evolu- and blhers were to attend later that rveek,

tion of the political crisis and in its final Atother testim-on1t -Ezr)l io rhe 
-1980s-I

resolution. And rhis would be traeic for the wrote a book tithd ffti Tragedy of rhc Ni-
country. gerian Socia-list ltlovement, an angry analy-

Comiade Ola Oni accepted all the propo- sis of the failure of the mcvemenl to come
sirions, but wanred with passion chaizcier- out with a strong socialist parry_after^the l3-
istic of him:. lRemembir where we ate year militar.v rule which ended on October
coming from; remember the class chaiacter I ' 1979 - I had referred to the role of Com-
of thjpersonalities around whose names rade Ola Oni, but not by name. Shonly af-
rhis stnisele is beins wased: remember the ter, Ola Oni replied, but referring to me by
soecificl"nd e.nerai afffriti.s beween the name: "The point is that there is no u'agedy

rirititur dictioohio and Orose ir denied and the left movement is not in disarray.
electoril victory; rc'member how the mili- What has been going oe all along is the
unt nationalisti and, after them, young so- strugglg b:rwetn revolutionary comrades

cialist idealists, were betrayed- by -their and left opportunists who had imposed
bourgeois leaders and idols: i':mem'ber ths themselves on the leadership of the-prole-
Uerra-vats of the Babansida vears: bear ip tarian movement. Therc will alwal's be <tis-

mindtrat since the aids of the bourseois agrcement iretween revolutionary comrait-
political class are very limited in this s-trug- ted -comrades 

and the left oppomrnisS on
Lle, tt"y wiU not oniy abandon the strug- the iss-ue of-how to o-rganise the pro',eurian
ile wh6n these aims 

-are 
realised (such is struggle and on the formulation of st--alegy

ihe resroration of Abiola's eleaoral victo- and tactics of struggles." He then wamql
ry), they will also turn against us, tbeir m-9 against a blanket denunciadon of the
#iis-aiies, if we go beyona tneir limited efforts of lhe older g-enerations of com-
objcctives; above a.il, in this struggle as in rades: "It is rhe ask of revolutionary com-
adother frpuhrdemocratic strulltes, we rades to undent:nd the historical Focesws
must maice- our demands, especidly its correctly, to know that tire present is a

class and national character, cldar; in 6ther product of the past and that we cannot aJ-
words, we must resist the bourgeoisificx- vatrce successfully unless we build on the

tion and cthnicisation of the striggle; we positive contributions of tbe revolutionary
must[everbetraythemasses." cornrades that had been in the str-lgglc be-

That was rUe waming of Comrade Ola fore us- There is no present and ao futue
Oni, the dialectician, mide in a lc'ud, stear without history."
and mssionate voice. We shouted, quar- That was Ola Oni' respected in the move-
relled, abused, walked out and walktiC in ment for his tireless and consistert strug-gle

I again, and on a number of occasions at- agalnst oppomruism; .an!-.for ideologiial
dost exch;-qed blows. In the end, as the purity and correct political lines.
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