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THE LESSONS OF THE MILITARY COUP Ir. NI GERI A·

by

ThE' fifth . n 1tary coup tn Nigeria on December 31. 1983
brought to an end an experillentation in a particular fo .... o f
de-o cracy in Africa and re inforced the cent ral i t y of t he
11I11ltary and repression in the 1t ves of appn;l.ldlMtely one
hundred ..111ion Nige rians . Ni geria, t he most populous stat- i n
Afri ca has i n the past ten years a r rogated to I tself a position
of leadership with in Africa . In the process t he ~1ger fan rul in g
classes have been active i n a number of Afri can fora. the
Organi sat io n of Afr ican Unlty (OAu l . t he Eco nomic Communi t y of
West African St a t es (ECaWAS), t he Chad bas in COlmlfss ton , a nd
the Niger River COlTlJlhslon . And in t he cas e o f t he s t r uggl e
agai nst apartheid Nige ria a ttac hed l tse1 f t o the frontl I ne
s ta tes , becom l ng "t he s hth " member of the fro nt l i ne s ta tes .
This ques t for leader shi p derived f rom th e importance of Ni geri a ' s
0 11 t o the economies of the United St at es of Ame r ica and West
ern Europe . But t he present conditi ons of the worke rs , s.,a 11
fanners , art isans and uneepl eyed show that the 011 revenues of
a sta te which had been producing 2 .i11ion barrels per day were
not geared toward s econcetc prosperity for t he vast IIIIo!jority ,
only for a selected few.

In es sence the pr incipal beneficia ries of the ofl produc 
t i on has been t hose co_ission agents , cont r ac to rs , property
spec ula tors , eiddl e per sons , pol itic ia ns and civil servants who
serviced t he eco~y and whose cons pi cuous conSu.ption distin.
gul shed t hem in a soci ety where corruptf on , graft and 'Chop'
had eecoee the bas i c Ill'ttlods of eeercete relations . It Is fl'Oll
this class that the l eadershfp of the politfca1 instituti ons
aros e t o oversee t he transit fon fl'Oll .i li t ary to . u1t i - par t y
deecc racy i n 1979. After the f irst . l1 ita ry coups o f 1966 and
a violent civil war wh ich left -o re than one . i l 1i on dead , t he
dema nds for peace and civ ilia n rule by t he vast llla jorfty led t o
t he end of lIf1 i t ary rule after 13 years . In th e yea rs of t he
sef!lll i ngly r adic al i nt er regnum o f "4 ur t ah / Obasanjo, a fed eral
constitution was drafted embodying the sepa ration of powers
simi l ar t o the U.S. Cons t i t ut i on. This const i t ut ion provided
the legal bas is for the 1979 t ra nsition t o multi - par ty democ ra cy ,

*Thls paper was pre sented as par t o f a panel on Democ r acy
In Afr i ca wi t h L Wamba and Issa Shfy j i , repa r-tment o f Pol itical
Sci ence and Pub. Admi n. , Unlversfty of oar es Salaam, Ta nzania.
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but the socf al classes who asp ired to wa rds l eadershi p showed
tha t they were not cOlllllitted to the pr tnctp'l es of libe ral
bourgeois democ racy. They showed that It was one thing to
preach about denocracy but qufte another to engage i n democra
tic practices where the broad Majority enj oy the basic deeocret tc
rights.

The ...ch vaunted and widely publicised elec tion calJlpaign
of 1983 was hardly over . and the public rel at i ons experts hardly
pafd , eten th e .ilitary took power again to condelln th e ctvt
lian leadership for corruption and .. isllanagellent. This lIi1itary
intervention which was Virtually bloodless ca.e at t he end of a
year of reversals for tile broad Masses . ArIong these was t he
expulsion of 2 IIlllion African workers frQIII Nigeria , giving
solace to racists everywhere t hat. If Africa ns can expel Afr i 
cans . then this grants thelll the r i ght t o forci bly r emo ve blacks
from Europe.

The Jubi la tion of the Ni ger i an masses at t he mil i ta ry t ake
over shoul d not misl ead t he work in g poor as to the rol e of th e
mllfta ry i n Af rica. The mili ta ry in Ni geria and indeed Afr ic a
as a whol e has become t he nexus of s ta t e power as democ rati c
processes of fr eedom of speech , freedom of th e press. t he ri ght
to dissent , freedom of assembly , the r ule of l aw and bas i c human
rights a re t rampled upon by bureaucrats , conrna nders and li fe
Presidents. Indeed i n JDany ways. whether t n a civilian adm i nis 
tration or In the outright 1IIi1 ftary dic tatorships . the role of
force in production is centralised as th e neo-col onial r ul ers
coe rce the people to produce the cash crops for the West when
cOlllllOdity prices are fall i ng and the conditions o f work and
fa ...fng a~ not favourabl e to the reproduction of labour power .
Hence the proble- o f fallf ne , drought and food shortages have
eeeeee greater at a ti.e when IIOre tanks . Jets , etc . • a re being
lliported Into this sea of poverty. Repression , drought . un
elploYll@nt, food shortages ,lIilftarlsll and IHF/World 8ank r ec fpes
of cutting social services are the IIOSt vis ible signs of the
present capitalist crisis. SoIDl' African leaders of the r adi cal
. l1 i ta ry genre fn Ethiopia . libya . Ghana and Upper Volta have
tried to present an i.age of anti -I.perialis. but the success
of their radlcalisll wilT be tested fn the struggle for df!lllOcracy .
food, and popula r repre sent a t ion in thei r societies.

The soci al and ecercete problems of Africa demonstrate the
cul-de-sac of the colonial economic practices and can only be
transcended by new forms of economic organ isation which use the
resou rces of Afri ca for those who produce th e wealth i n order
to ta p the vast re servoi r of huma n and materfal r eso urc es whi ch
reeat n rep ressed i n Afr ic a . New economi c forms are part o f the
s truggle t o generat e popula r part i ci pati on and tile highest forms
of democ ratic ac tivity in vol vin g t he masses i n t he deci si on
making pr ocess where they live . wheN! they wo r k and where t hey
carry out thei r cul tural activities.
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THE RECYCLING OF PETRODOLLARS:

The coup in Nigeria on December 31 , 1983 did not come as a
surp rise to those who followed t he econom ic and social chaos i n
Nigeria under the civilian l eaders hi p since 1979 . The Nationa l
Party of Nigeria under the l eaders hi p of Shehu Shagar i had been
given a mandate by the people in 1979 after thirteen years of
mi l i tar i sm and a vio lent civil war 1967-1970 which had threate
ned to te ar asunder the concept of Nigeria . The seeming success
o f t he Shagari leadership and the elections of 1983, which gave
his party a se cond term of office ove rs hadowed a dee p economic
crisis i n the soci ety as the depl e t i ng oil revenues brought to
t he fore el l th e probl ems o f an unt ra ns fo rmed economy . From
1970 t o 1979 this West Afr ican sta t e had become the fifth
l ar ges t export er of crude o il t o the Western Worl d and oi l
revenues acco unted for 9Z.g 2: of t otal exports. Si multaneous l y
thi s dependence on oi l led t o a run down of the agricul tural
sec to r and Ni ger i a jo i ned th e rank s o f Af r ica n societies with
t he parado xical si tua t io n with the bulk of the populati on en
gaged i n ag ricultu r e but with the state as importer of food
prod uct s . Sevent een per ce nt of Ni ger ian i mports cons is t of
food and grai n.

The demo crati c experi ment based on the republ ic an constitu
t i on o f the USA was pr edi ca t ed on the assumpti on that the oil
revenue wo uld be suff ici ent to pl acate all se ctors of the soc i et y
with tile r ulers ma k.i ng conce ssi ons t o the reg i onal and ethn ic
leade rs i n the 19 s ta t es of the Feder al s t r uct ur e of governance .
But with the deepen ing cap i t al i s t depress ion i n Western Europe
and NO r t h l'Inerfca 011 revenues fell dras t icall y. The de cl ine
i n the demand fo r OPEC oi l meant that an agreement had t o be
reached to cut oi l product ion . Nigeria 's product i on was thus
r educed from 2.3 mil lion barrels per day in 1981 to 1.3 bpd;
with oi l i ncome halved from US$ZO billi on t o about US$1 0 .6
bi ll io n. The soc i ety s ped into balance of payments diffi culties
and with th e ru naway buying s pr ee of capi t al goods , pla nts ,
machi nery and equi pment Ni geri a became indebted on the Euro
Cur re ncy ma r ket t o t he poi nt where at the end of 1983 the debt
had reached over $14 bil li on US. l ike t he other count ri es of
t he underdevel oped worl d, Ni ger i a exports were going to meet
th e deb t service paymen t s . The debt crisis imposed a heavy
burden on the Ni geria peoples and the US $4 billi on dolla rs need
ed t o service Ni geria l oans r eflected the way i n which over the
last decade mo net ar is t economic pol fet es and bank ing competi-
t i on produced an uns t able internationa l mo net ary order which
engulfed borrowers from the under devel oped worl d .

CAP ITALIST ECONOM IC PROPOSALS

The debt cris is with its component of impover is hment and
dependen ce is gr aph i call y exposed in Brazil , Mexi co, Chil e and
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Argentina where in 1983 these countries owned over USS200
bf1llo ns . Figures froll Latin Merica for 1982 showed that over
USS114 ,OOO ,OOO was paid out i n interest and debt services . No
l ess a body than the Bank of Internat ional Settl ement s quarterly
re port reported that the US based banks are now dra ining re
sou rc es out of the Third World rather than transferring thelll
t o it .

The Nigerian econorsy despite the boom of the late seventies
had become enmeshed with the t r ans nat i onal banking sys tem.
The oi l revenues were being recycled back to t he capitalist
banks to the point where instead o f buildi ng up a su rplus
(s avi ngs) on her balance of payments Nigeri a was becoming mo re
i ndebt ed while i n the socie t y there was a drastic deterio ration
of s er vic e , shorta ges and In some states public employees not
paid for up t o one year .

The econa.ic cris is and i mpoverishment has been co~pounded

by t he open door econo-I c policies adopt ed by success ive leaders .
Since 1975 a progra~ o f i ndust ri ali sa t io n had been underway
but the big pro j ects of i ro n- s t ee l cOllplex, !IOta r car assl!lllbly,
ce-ent . electrica l goods and lIiIchl nery i nvol ved such a hi gh
cost struct ure th at th is prograllllll! o f Indus t r ia li sa t io n was not
viabl e without large s t at e subsidi es. Thus what was not trans 
ferred t o the i nt e r nat ional banks In the fOnl of profits and
i nt erest was transferred t o the transnati onal cor por at io ns for
plltents , spare parts, r"w lIl<1te"hls, cons ul !ancy fees . In t he
pas t 14 years trans nati onals from the USA, France , Sweden , Br i 
t a i n , Japan, Holland and West Germany have been competing with
each ot he r t o siphon out the profits from Nigeria whil e fome nti ng
the myth that they were trans ferring technology and s kill to the
soc i ety . The impressive pro jects in industry , manufacturing ,
agr1c ultu,.e and transport only served to s t r ength en externa't
cont rol over product ion wh ile there was a net outflow o f visible
and Invisi bl e payments. After the out fl ow of payments to the
transnatl onals and foreign capitalists the remainder of the
su rpl uses extracted froll the workers and ulal l fanDl'rs were con
s.ed by the lo ca l fnt el"llediar les o f fore ign capita l who bought
1I1111ons of dolla rs wort h o f cars, ra di os, televis i on sets,
video gallles , i n a soci ety where t he i nfrastr uct ur e of ro ads,
wate r and el ectr i cal supp l y or sewage was never developed to
absorb t hi s fOnl of conslJl ption . It seemed that it was precisel y
this cl ass tha t Fanon had i n mind when he cas t igat ed the
nat i onal bou,.geo i s le i n Africa for wasting t he assets o f Africa.

NIGERIA CAPITAL , POLITICS AND CH AOS

The Nigerian cap itali st class has matured in the past forty
years f n th e i nterstices of the s t at e and are to be found in t he
t ra nspor t, proces sing, packaging and marketing of manufactured
goods , with a small sectio n s ee ki ng t o establish l fght manufec-
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tu ring of consume r items. This capitalist class has been un
able to si nk deep roots in the productive process and the ten
sions between those i nvolv ed i n production and t hose i nvol ved
i n speculati on t rade manifests itsel f i n i ntense str uggl es
around t ile state. For the link to the state is central to the
rep r oduct i on of the Nigerian capital ist clas s . It is t hi s
struggle arou nd t he state which brings to the fore t hose sectors
o f the nouveaux ri ches who ar e i nt er nat ionall y r enowned for
the ir cons picuous consumption and extravagance . The el ement s
which compr i se by far th e most numerous sect ion of the Nigerian
capi tali st cl ass are t he commission agents , the middle persons
for t ansnati onal cap ita l , t he property s pec ul ato rs and those
persons who openl y boast o f br i bery , t he ft of s tate property
and nceerous f raudul ent practi ces i n the execution of s t a t e
cont r ac ts. It is t his f r act ion of the capital i st cl as s who have
i nspired a tradi t io n of get ri ch quic k in the society t o the
poi nt where many professi onal s and t r ained personnel from the
bure aucra tic petty bour geois ie crea t e tr i ps ove rseas to carry
out tra de . The trinkets which ar e then imported increases the
bala nce of payment burden as well as the number of persons
occupi ed in unproduc t i ve acti vi ti es. Thousands of lumpens ar e
at th e bottom o f th i s unproductive hea p and they offer the wares
of capital i n the conges ted s l ums and traffi c j ams of Lagos .
Meanwhil e garbage pile up, there is very little effort by the
s t ate author iti es t o sup ply cl ean runn ing water whi l e the middle
persons peddle electri cal genera to rs as the i deol ogy of indlvi·
dualism of t he capi t ali s ts for ce i ndi vidual so l uti ons t o the
probl em o f el ectri ca l bla ckout . So the capitali s t class in
Ni ger ia has been unabl e t o sup por t a s t at e structure capable of
conce rted phnn ing and proper services so that tho se eapihlists
engaged in product io n can be gua rant eed l i ght , power, water,
roads and s ewage fac i li t i es.

It is th i s chaotic s it uat io n of pet rodol l ars spreading
was te uncoord inated inve stments and a hot house o f accwu le
t i on which wa s overs een by a group of pol iti cal ca ree r ts t s who
did not have the materi al , poli t i cal, so cial or ideol ogi ca l
requi remen t s to ceme nt t he mult i party democrat i c system as
par t of t he polit i cal cult ure o f Nigeria .

RUL ES OF THE GAME

I t sho uld be s ta ted th at when the mil i t ary were about t o
relinqui s h t he re ins of crisis ma nagement i n 1979, th e grou nd
r ul es for the regi strati on of par ti es by the Federal Electoral
Comm iss io n were formula t ed i n such a way t o br i ng back th ose
polit i ca l el ements who were 'Nati onal ly ' known. Hence new
gro upS and organisa tions s uch as the Social i st Party of Wor kers,
Farmers and yout h were excluded on the grounds that they did
not have a nat ional foll owing . And if th is formula o f FEOCO
was not enough t o st ifl e fresh pol iti cal ideas , a mil ita ry
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d~cree of Oece.b~r 1978 banned university employees and stud~nts

fro- par t i ci pat i ng in party polit ical activities. Richard
Jos eph (1978) in his s t udy o f · Pol tt tcel Par ti es and Ideology
i n N i g~ria · doc~~nt~d how th~ _ajor cont~nders for power w~r~

grou~ wh ich were not only based on ethnicity. but also par-ties
or9ani sed around well known political figures from the pr~

~i l i t a ry coup days o f the early s i xt i es. Consequently th~ 1979
electi ons turned out to b~ a cont es t between those car~erists

who had served in one way or another in the s tete apparatus,
and on both s t ces of the J1111itary . These political leaders
were t o be found in the five ma jor parties which emerg~d i n
1979 contest: nam~ly

1. The Nationalist Party of Ni9~ria NPN
2. The Un ity Party of Nigeria UPN
3. The Nigerian People's Party NPP
4 . The People' s Redemption Party PRP
S. The Great Nigerian Peopl e ' s Party GNPP

Apd r t f ro_ the last two part ies which in corporated a section of
t he r ad i ca l el e-ents i n the Nigerian po11ty the three principal
par ties were gro uped around tra diti onal regional /ethnic leaders.
Th ~ l argest party and the party wh ich won the 1979 elections
was IlOS t expli cit in its tr ibal balancing act so that its pro
gra~ t o re pre sent regional cla ss interests ~eant that the
Presi dent was drawn fro _ the popul ous North, the Vice President
fro~ the East and the party Chairperson from the West.

The NPN. l ed by Shehu Shagari . who became Nigeria' s first
c i vi l i an Presi dent s inc~ 1966 . was comm i t t ed to the politicisa
t i on o f regionalism, ethnicity and rel igion and in ord~r to
deepen the already intense ethni c identity the MPN was committed
to a further etvts ten of the s t a t es. It was the view that the

IIIO r e states, the lIlOre the possibility for ethnic leaders t o
ea-ve out their own niche for accllDulatfon while usin9 the re
sou rc es o f th~ l ocal states media to polarise ethn ic identity
fn t he _ulti nat io nal soci e ty of Nigeria . The leaders who
assl,llled power i n 1979 were i n a hur ry t o expand the 0 11 re
sou rces on tepress t ve pro jects and never bot her ed t o draft leg is
lation des i gned t o i_pro ve t he condit ions of the vast -ajo r i ty
since t hey were $0 busy draft ing contracts and profit ing f rQII
the chaos . Mass ive wast~. obsc ene opu l enc~ g~n~rated scanda l s
and t he t ales o f corrupt ion with f ires burning out ~vf dence

of cor ru pt pr ec t.tces , The export o f cur re ncy and hoarding by
the political careerists compounded the di stance betwe~n the
wo rki ng poor and the nouveau riche so that while the capi t a l is t s
had pr fva t e j e t s to take them on the ir weekly jaunts either
to pr ay in Mecca or for shopping, publi c employees were not
pai d for up t o one year . In this conf usion public serv ice
ground t o a hal t as telecommunicati ons, post, water supply
sys tees and the educett cn system funct ioned in a peril ous state.
Co r r upt i on became the pri nci pal means of accumulation for a
class which was not directl y tnv ot ved in product i on and after

117



the December coup it was r evealed tba t there were warehous es
with up t o 500,000 bags of hoarded rice. This hoarding was
mean t t o force up the price of rice by up to 3001.

Th e cor r upt io n , lack o f accountability and arbitrari ness
were carried to grea ter heig ht s dur in g the 1983 electora l
st r uggles. So ce ntral was el ectoral of fi ce t o the whole business
of co nsumptio n and patronage tha t a t all costs the NPN had t o
be returned to offi ce. A multi mi l lion dol l ar campaign both
i ns ide and outside Nigeria to convi nce the worl d of t he s uccess
of the "Wo rld 's fifth democracy" covered up th e wi despread
fraud, riggi ng and violence which too k plac e during the
President ial and State elect ions. The NPN joined the l ea gue
of parties such as Bu r nham's Peoples National Congress of
Guyana which had ga ined i nter national notori ety i n t he art of
staging fraudul ent elections.

It is very seldom in the Thi rd Irbr l d to hear of rul i ng
parties losing elections. For the questio n of state power
has become so important for the new ru l ing class es that elec to
ral fraud and the use of state power to ret ur n ruling parti es
to power has become the norm. Nigeria was no except ton and
the NPN used all strategies necessary to get vot es i n t he 1983
elections . Among the r e por t ed ma lpractices were the following:

(I) el ecto ral registers were not avai l abl e to all
parties ;

(ii) the poll ing pr ocess was not adminis tered by
persons considered impartial ;

(iii) bal lots should have been secret and were not ;
(iv) there was not equal access to the media by all

parties;
[v] widespread rigg ing of votes.

At the end of an expensive electio n campaign the par t y of
Shagari, the NP N, was retu r ned with an overwhelmi ng majority ,
wi nni ng 12 out of the 19 state governships. The NPN won th e
governship i n states which had been hith erto th e stro nghol d o f
the opposition party, the UPN . In the capital of nyc sta te
ove r 10 person wer e killed in th e violence whi ch accompanied
the discussion about electo ral fr aud . The rigqing was so
absurd that in some regions more persons voted fo r th e NPN th an

were registered on the voters list. Wole Soyt nka , the outs tand 
inq writer, was one of those who r ai s ed his voice agai nst this
fraudule nt democratic process and l e f t Nigeria procla iming th at
the e~cesses of the r ul i ng party could lead to untold politica l
instabi lity. 8ut the voices of those who r a is ed questions about
the 'success of democracy' wer e drowned by thos e i n t he inter
national media who heaped praise on Shagari and t he NPN . In
fact if non Nigerians were to have depended on the media for
news of the rot i n Niqeria n society th ey woul d not have known
of the impact of the crisis of capitalism in that soci ety.
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With the electi ons ove r , the HPH was bent on another tem
o f sq uande r i ng the re sources of the soc i ety while t he easse s
were beCOMing mo re disquiet . Ministries were split in three
to cr ea t e new mi ni s t e r ial post s , and .ar e unproductive em
pl oyees t o further the patron/client l inkages. And cons ci o us
o f the widespread outcry against corrupt practices , Shagari
promised a Ministry of Hatl onal Guidance to weed out corrup
ti on. But th is corruption has become so endemic in the society
t hat the only way to r oot out this problem is a change 1n the
system t ts er f ; a change in the direction of social ism.

ANTI - SOC IALIST ANTI- AFRICAN CL ASS ACT

Bu t th e ideological postu r e of the pol t t tcat eeree-t s e
was not only anti -soci alis t but ant i-Afr ican . The narrow and
chauv i nis ti c nati onal senti -ents were whipped up t o -abi l i s e
s upport for th e expuls i on of 2 .. Illi on West Africans sufferers
f rom Nigeri a i n earl y 1983. The call ous and forced removal
of Chad ia ns , Gh ananians res i dents of Niger . was carried out
without giv i ng these Afri cans an opportunity to settle their
affa i rs in Nigeria. These Africans had been guaranteed free
dom of movement under the articles of agreement of ECOWAS but
i n the electi on year when the HPH wa s lo oking for sc apegoats
these migrant workers were bl amed for armed robberies, banditry
and viol ence wh fch had beco.e the no~ in the urban areas of
Nigeria •

Thes e acts of viol ence had i nt ensi fi ed s ince the expulsions
in Ja nuary , 1983 and deIIOns t rated t hat the excc t s t en was a class
act against a sec tio n o f the workin g cl ass unable t o de fend
itself. Nfger ians pri de tbeeset ves i n be ing Pan-Africanists
but one of the cent ral pr in ciples of Pan-Africanis m is that the
peopl e of one part of Africa are responsible for the freedom
o f t lleir brother-s and s is t er s i n emee parts of Africa; and,
i ndeed, bla ck people everywhere were to accept the same re
s pons ib i l i ty, So while proclaiming to support liberation in
Sout her n Afri ca the Nigerian ruling class had given succour to
racis t s everywhere who wanted t o expel Africans frOlll thefr midst
espe cia ll y i n Fr ance and Britai n. It is not ins ign if fcant that
the South Africans praised th e expuls i ons and j us t ifi ed t heir
own pol ides of bulldo Zing African ne i ghbourhoods on the s alle
grounds .

The ant i- people and ant i-worker positi on of the Shagar i
interregnlft was not only limited to domest ic a ffairs. The
so-call ed Ni gerian peace-kee ping force which was fl ow n t o thad
i n Amer i can pla nes in 1982 al lo wed t he Western supported group
aro und ut ssen Habre to s ef ae power after Nigeria had asked the
Li byans to leave t o all ow for an 'African' peace keeping force.
And i n 1983 Shaga ri began t o echo the US/ South African cal l
that th e depar ture o f Cuban t roo ps fro m Angola was a pre-
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requisite for Independe nce In Ha_ibia . Shagari .:loted the
idea that the Cuban troops should be replaced by an inte rna tional
peacekeepin g force . The lessons of the Anlerican, Fr ench, Italian
and Briti sh - peace kee pers- fi ght in g the lebanese patriots in
Beirut . eant that this position was set with a cool reception
by the Sout her n African states being destabltsed by South Af rica n
~l l i ta ry aggress ion .

THE COUP AN D THE WORKING CL ASS ES

The anti-people and anti-worke r position of t he Nigeria n
pol r t tce t ca reer ts ts was clear i n th e prcqremnes for "eco nom ic
development" undertaken by the r egime . Acad emic work on t he
impact of the so called "Green Revolution " i nitiated by the
leaders have bro ught to light how thousands of sllla ll faT'lllers
have been dis placed by the lllassiv e agricultural schemes whic h
assisted I n the recycling of t he resources overseas while en
t r enchi ng Ni geria's dependence on i_po r t ed food . Conceptualised
as a s t ra t egy for self-su ffici e ncy In food by introducing new
technology and bet ter irri gat ion , the sche-es in itiated under
th e World Bank Ru ra l Integr at ed oevel o~n t pro jects have l ed
to t he i_po verfs~ nt o f s_iII11 fa ...ers and the tnns fonu tion
of prop erty relations i n favour of bi g cap ital ist fal'1lll!rs . A
s t udy of "Agr i cul t ural Pro jects In Northern Ni geria - documented
how the ' improvement' o f fa m ing had increased social differentia
ti on III) r e than has been t he case with increasing capital domi
nat ion over ag~ i cul ture. Th i s acc el er a t ed clas s differentia tion
in the agri cultural secto r led t o i ndepende nt class act i on by
the small farmers and Ti na Walla ce i n her a rticle outlined how
t housands o f smal l farmers have r iot ed against t he r es ettl ement
schemes whi ch were supposed t o benefit them.

Fail ures o f ambi t ious capital intensive agricultu ral
sch emes abound i n t he re cent pol iti ca l histo ry of Nigeria and
serves to highlight t he cris is o f capitalist econ~ic organisa 
tion i n Ni geri a and West Afri ca . The notion of i ndiv i dual land
t enure and th e deve j opee nt of t he capitali s t farllll! r lay a t the
cor e of the Wor ld Bank prog ranae fo r Accelerated Devel o~ent

i n Sub-Sah ara Africa. And it is t his conceptio n o f developnent
wh ic h was pursued i n t he ru r al areas of Ni ger ia such that
_1111ons o f Nai ras were poured into t he pockets of so-called
prog ressive (a nllers lIIhl1e t he poor peasants eked out an
existence and t he st ruc t ure of t axatio n ensured that the rural
poor di d not re ver t to a livelihood o f complete s ubs is t ence .
To compound the backllla rd ness of agricultura l production was t he
fact tha t the i nves tments in the ru ral areas were not geared
to wards diversificati on of agricultural production f rom t he
nar row ra nge of expor t cro ps , qroundn uts , 011 palm, cocoa and
cotton .
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The cumulative re sult of th e intensificatio n of the
production of cash cro ps fo r the past e igh ty yea rs in Nigeria
has l ed to two destructive feat ures:

(i) the exhaus t i on of the so il, deforestation ,
desert encroachment , drought and

( i i) the absolute fa ll i n food production such
that while ove r 801 of th e popula tio n is
engaged in farming, Nigeria is dependent
on imported food to feed the urban and
rura l population.

Th i s phenomenon is not uni que to Nigeria fo r the present drought
i n West and Sout her n Af r i ca manifests the complete cul-de-sac
of the r oad to capital accumulatio n in Africa. Fo r
t he Nigerian poor, who are at t he receiving end of the explo iters ,
t he oil boom wa s supposed to postpone the crisis tempora rily.
One of the i deological ma nifestat io ns of the crisis i n the
count rysi de is the inability o f the poor peasants to independant
ly as sert t hems el ves. Locked in the impoverished villages,
the ru ral Nigeri ans s ink i nt o greater poverty as their i sol at ed
and s egmented fonn of production render them unable to concrete
ly dea l with the forces which deepen their expl oitation. Indeed
th e pol iti ca l cris is a round the s t a t e manifest in the instability
is genera t ed by the i nabil ity of the vas t majority of the pop
ulat io n to asser t themselves in the pol iti cal system .

In essence the pol it i cal ca reerfs ts have served to demobilfse
the peas antry wi th the pol iti cisation of ethnicity and religion.
The scope for the entrenchment of the i deas of t riba lism in
Nigeri a is 1 inked to the unt ntegra ted nature of the economy.
With no real links between the pastoralists of the North and the
smal l peasa nt s of the Eas t the visi on o f a society of tribes
( rei nfo rc ed by t he St at e governments ) is successfully promoted
in the abs ence of th e pro gressive forces who could engender the
pot entiali ti es o f th is vast mult i na t io nal state. It is the
iso lati on and ethni c ideology wh ich challenges the working
cl ass as t hey concretely attempt to transcend tribalism in
thei r struggl e for food, cl othe s , shelter, transportation and
cl ean running water.

Independent class act i on by workers in Nigeria increased
as col l ecti ve activity at the work·sites helped to trans·
cend t he deep ethn i c i dent ificat io n which had hitherto acted
as a bra ke on working cl ass consc io usness i n Nigeria. Capita list
expansion 1n Nigeria created a commensurat e expansion i n the size
and composi t ion of the working cl a ss . The massive schemes by
fore ig n capital and the state creat ed a large pool of skilled
workers and although the state had attempted to limit the
dynamism of the Nigerian trade uni on moveme nt , the workers made
t heir gri evances known by s pont aneous and organised acti ons.
Independent or gani s in g had been cur t ai l ed when the political
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ce-eer ts ts sough t t o hand pick the leaders o f t he only l egal
trade union centre - tile Nige rian labour Congress. However
the workers In Nigeria are struggl ing to develop thei r own
i ns tit ut ions t o be able to deal with the exploitation by
fore i gn capital In alliance with the state and local contractors .
The Nati onal strike of workers In 1981 by ove r 700 ,000 workers
. as a SYJll pt Oll o f t he potential f or independent and coll ective
class ac tion by t hose wIlo produced the .ealth In the society.
Though th e re gime sought t o use sectional interests to divide
the . orkers i n Hay, 1981, school s , public trans por t a t i on.
fac to ri es and se r vi ces were disrupted as the workers demo nstrated
t hat they we re a potent ial source of power i n Ni ge ri an soci ety .

This abil ity to carry out Industrial action without th e
fear of coerci on and vi olence will be the lIKISt important aspect
o f Nige ria n democracy wllich will be affected by the Military
coup of 1983. All throughout 1983 the existence of a National
Assembly wi t h opposi tion s pokesDersons ~an t tllat students ,
wor kers and social gro ups wfth le9iti.ate grievances would
ai r t heir grf evances. Indeed the ass Wllpt l on o f the 5th _i1 l t a ry
re gi.e ste..ed fro. t he i nabi li ty o f Shagari to ce--and the
sol di ers to ce-and t he vast aasses to break s tr t t es and t o
put down student protests . For as Babu outli ned In 1971 , i t is
t he la ck o f co_H t ed political l eaders hi p In Africa which has
led to .I li ta ry t ake-overs.

Shaga r l and the cere er tsts had used the coer c iv e appara tus
of the s t ate t o s il ence wo rkers , famers , students and the un
employed bu t the br ea t hi ng space given after the expulsion o f
2 mill ion workers could not last indefi nite ly ; so . wl t h t he
crisi s of capi t al ism compoundi ng th e chaos , t he military i nter
vened on Decembe r 31 to coer ce the masses and to manage t he
economy so t hat the fo re ign debts can be paid .

THE MilITAR 1 IN NIGER IAN POlITI CS

As stated ebove , the re cent . lTitary coup in Nige ria was a
ee tn rorc eeent o f the conti nui ty of the centralf ty o f force i n
production In Afr i can politics . However jubilant the .asses
were In wel ce-ing th e coup should not . i s l ead concer ned Af r i 
ca ns as to th e true role of the arwy, for the fa ct of the
.il itary co up is a S)'lllpto. of the dembillsation of th e people.
Ma j or- Genera l Buharl o f the Nf gerian Arwy and a fo~r techno
cra t In t he last .il itary ad. inlstratlon joined the 20 odd
other general s and col one l s . ho supe rvise labour in Af rica.
Indeed l n many cases the forms of poli tic al gove r nance i n one
par t y regimes , mul t i - par ty systems or Illil ft ary dl c t atorshi ps
are bl urred as the masses o f Africans scr a tch the s ur fa ce of
th e ea rth t o su r vive i n the present cri sis .
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The presence of more than half the Organisation of lIfri.
can Unit y as . 1l 1t ar i s t s can be understood in the way in
wh ich . 11i u ry power is central to the present i nt e rnat i onal
div ls lon o f labour . Expenditure on al"llS and the technol ogy
o f co ercion has Incr eas ed i n Afr lca r.tQ r e than any ot her cont t 
nent. It Is not i nsi gnificant that -ar e than a th ird of the
a,..s i.port ed i nto Africa i n the past decade has been i.
porled by the ra c i st re gi.e l n Sout h Afr ica . For th i s a...ed
caAip w;;ere t he Boe rs eXPcl nd l he .par t hei d war N ch l ne de
.cnstra t es th e cent rali ty of repress ion In the sy s te. o f
r ac ia l dhc r i.l natio n and ca pi t alist ex ploitation wh ich has
..de t he Sout h Afr ican syste. a pariah to the internat ional
co"",unfty .

Thro ughout t he seven ties under the prev ious .. l1itary
leaders Nigeria has cons i s t ent ly been one of the big spenders
on a ....s. behlnd Egypt, Ltby a and scrccco . Robin luckhalll in
his s t udy of ' Armament s and ueeer eevercpneet in Afr ica in
Alterna tives J ul y 1980, showed how the competiti on between arms
s u pp l i e~1Ii the West and East , and wlth an ideol ogy which
equates nati onal sovereignty with mil i t ary power the process
of mll i t ari s at i on has deepened i n Africa since 1960. The
Nige rian army of 158,000 has been expending an inordinate share
of th e resources o f the soc i et y on tanks, j e t s , mlss lles, hel i
cop ters , naval vessels and so phis ti ca t ed te1ecolllllun ication~

equ i ~ent . The ma j or anms dea lers f rom France, Britain, the
USA and We) t Genma ny have ca r rl ed out a healthy competit i on t o
se ll al"lllS t o the Nlgerian anny so t hat t he poor of tha t
society were subsidisl ng t heir own re press ion . More impor t ant ly ,
the sySteln in the procurement of weapons, unifol'1llS, sup port
equipment 1n t he anned forces is so chaoti c that the~ is no
syste-a tic basi s fo r the procu re-ent and servicing of weapons
i n t he al"llY , navy and dl rforce . This is partl y due to i nco-
petence but also due to the fact t hat Nigeria has been i.po rtl ng
weapons fo r which she does not have the techn ical capacity t o
keep se rviceabl e . Consequent ly the p~sence of . i l i tary adviser s
fNHI Bri ta1n and the U.S.A. Is neces sary .

Sig nifica nt ly t here is a kun battle between t he USA and
Britain to t rai n and in doctr i nate th e o ffi ce r cor~ of t he
Nigerian al"llY. Up to 1915 i t was t he pride of t he Niger i an
errt ee-s to s peak o f t he sp iri t of Sandhurs t i n Br itai n and
of the staff coll eges where s entc r of fit; ers were i nculcated
wi t h th e count er - ins ur gency techni ques o f the British a rmed
forces. However , si nce l q17 it has been the pride of the offi·
cers to go to Un ited St at es mil l tary aca demies. Between 1959
and 1911 over 45'1 o f ficers of the Nigerian armed forces pas sed
t hruu9h U. S. tra ining tns t ttuttons and this fi9ure has now
tripl ed in the past decade. In 1977 President Carter of the
USA vi s ited Nigeria· the first s uch visit by a liS Pres ident
outsi de o f Egypt . and foll owin9 the protocol s igned after
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that visit, the Nigerian naval force has had a special relat io n
shi p with the U. S. navy . The Nigerian naval and nuclear pro 
gralllllt's are ellplic i tl y Jus ti fied on the grounds of ac hievi ng
s trategic parity wi th th e Sout h Afr icans but up to the present
t here 15 no evi dence tha t the vast espendt ture of the Ni ..er lan
navy wil l be used on t he si de of th ose in the forefron t o f the
struggl e agai nst aparthe i d . Especi al ly when the t r ai ni ng of
Hilval o fficers is car ri ed out by t he USA, the state which has
consistently supported the aparthei d regi Me .

It will t ake anoth er Senat e i nves tiga t i on in the USA or
ellposu r e i n Euro pe t o ellpos e how .uch oribe the lIi ll t a ry has
been r ece i vi ng unde r the t abl e whi le Niger ia has been i~~rt 1 n!l

lI11it ary ..ennet . In 1976 the US Senate i nves t iga t io n eaposed
the fact t hat Locl::.heed had pa id out US$3. 6 lIi l 110n for a less
than US$45 .. i ll ion doll a r contract to sell C-l30 t rans por t a ir
cre tt to the Ni gerian alrforce .

The acquis it ion of weapons by t he dJ'Jlly under the NPN ..as i n
a chaoti c state as th~ navy, the airforc e and the army made
Independent reques t s for weapons , equ ipment and allow<l nces .
The as sumplfo u o f powe r by the mf1it<lry will ensu re thdt they
wi l l not have to haggl e with the civilia ns over defence ell-
pendi t ure •

The so ld ie rs Who seized power used the same langu age as
)o l diers everywhere t ha t th ey intervened to root out corrup
tio n, lIi slia nagen enl an,J to restore responsible gover rment. But
however Much t he mili td ris ts are guided by noble i deal s the
fact is that t he Nigeri an econa.y i s sinking deeper into s t ag
nation and only a -obflhed dnd or gu is ed worl:ers and peasant
MO VeMent ca n end th e chaos . Thus i n the absence of the IIObi l i 
sat Ion of the worki ng peopl e , the Niger i an capitalist class
showed t ha t they wer-e i ncapa bl e of defendi ng liberal bourgeois
d~cratfc princi ples . Hence when th e . ili t a ry i nterve ned t her e
was hard ly a whimper , with only one cas ual ty. The broad .asses
l ooked on askance whfle the sa-e .edt a wh ich d week before
heaped pr a i ses on Shaga rf was now ~hower i n9 prai se on the need
fo r th e mil itary to res t ore order and proper eeeeeetc .anage
IIl! nt for fore i gn ca pital .

THE MILITARY SOLUTION: LIBERIA , ETH IOP IA, LIByA . . .. .

Els ewhere In Afri ca it has bee n shown that even t he popu
ts r fs t lIIlT i tary leaders have been unabl e to solve t he social
and econoet c problems gener ated by th e global crisis o f capital 
Ism and compounded by greed and cal lous nt:' gl ec t . Both i n
l iberi a and Ethi op ia mil itary regimes caUll! to power after a
wave of popular protest and 111 both cases t he milft<l rfsts hi
j acked the popular movement. Sgl. Doe voiced t he popula r
s l ogan i n the f irst yea rs of his acces s ion to power Onl, to
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expose his servfle attftude to US f~perlalls ~ and this was
blatant when he rush c:d to ee ccee the first Afr ican head of
s t at e t o vts tt Israel since the OAU called for the break with
Israel fn 19i3. In Et hiopi a the revof ut tcnar-y process has
ended in bloodletting and regional warfare as the seemi ng
soci al ist adm1nhtr<ltlon of Menglstu failed to deal with the
fes t eri ng problems whith had led to th e war In Eritrea . Now
t he war in Eritrea ts but one of the N ny wars for s el f deter
.1na t i on in Eth io pia . The . i ll t <l ry so l ution to t he prob1ms
of Ethi opia even . hen couched i n the language of social is_
(with s uppor t f ro.lhe soci alist ca~p) and with the prollise
of building a P<lr ty fro _ above, has not dealt .. ith t he questi ons
uf scc t elts t transfon'lla tfoll i n Et hi opia . One f t teus test of
t he ra dfca1i sm o f t he mi 1f tary in Ethiopia has been the ir
rel at i onship to the or gan ised workers. State cuntro1 of working
clas s t us tttuttons and tr-ade unions in Socialist Ethiopia is
indi s t inguishable from state cont ro l of trade unions In
capi talist Kenya.

The re gf.es o f S~t. Doe and to1 . Mengt stu ~a n be dist in
guished frc. the .11lla ry regi~s of n i ght Lt . Jerry Rawlings
In Ghana and M. Gadda f i i n l ibya and Sankar a i n Upper Volta .
These Lh re e l ea ders enJOj a .easur e of popul ar ~upport but in
all cases t he extent o f the se rious ness o f t hese reg illles can be
llleas ured by the extent t o whi th they initiate a proyrall~e of
demi l i ta r isat ion to s t r engt hen popular institutions of workt'rs
and small famers . The exper ience of Egypt under N<lsser served
as a ree t neer that re gardless of huw popular a lDilft"ry leader
i s , if the re is no effor t t o bul1d up alternative base s of
PO\llf! . , a.,ng th e ..sses then the l ocal capi talists w111 bi de
thei r ti_ to seize corotro1 of the society . uence t he Nasser
regi . i n Egypt was s cecees ee loy the 5ada t/Muba ra k rt!9i.es.
leaders ~ho -ere qui te will in g to come t o an acc D880dat 10n _fth
Isra el i n th e fa ce of th e Is ra eli .Hi ta ry expans ion i n leba non
and her in t ran si gence over the occ upi ed t er r i to r ies .

The attempt to reassess the radical mil itarists in Afri ca
1s necess"ry to be abl e to anal yse the role of the mf11ta ry in
Afrf ca i n the past t wo dec ades. During the seventies there
was the vfew that r adi cal and antf- i~peria 1 ls t III il itary 1eaders
\Ilf! re prefer. bl e t o civilian leaders. However, the ea per-tences
show that t he .ili tar isa t fo n of th e conti nent leads to repres
s i on and coercion . Ar8)' o f f icers do not prod uce but cons~

and COt'rce, and thus t hey hel p tu produ ce a double def ic i t i n
t he produc t ion stock o f Afr ican so ci eties compounded by dro ught,
famin e, hunger and shor t ages. Th fs c trcces tence pr es ents i t se lf
as a dt'st ructi ve fa ctor and 1e<lds to i ncreas ed struggles around
the s t ate i n the chain of coups and ccu ntes--ccups . As this
s t ruggl e becomes in terwoven with the dt'bt cr i s i s and the dis
l ocat ion of t he Int ernat tcne l mo net ary and trading system, the
base of so ci al product ion is narrOtlled withfn Afr i ca and this is
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manifest i n negati ve growth . aqr-tcu l t urel crisis and the deteri o
ration of se rvices, hea lth , water su pply, hous fny, educa t i on
and ext ension services .

• . . .AND TANZANIA? HATA NA WEWE BUR UTO :

The Nigeria n officers who have resumed the t ask of mi litary
rule in that populous so ciety have not shown the capacity to de
velop a cohesive pl"'Ogr allllle of disengagement f rom imperi al ism.
TIle econcntc c risis i n Higeria also deec nstretes t llat the pro
blem h much more pro toun d the n that of a lack of fort' fgn ex
change. Al l count ries i n Africa are t rdvel1 ing along t he antf
deeccret t c road 1n the abs ence of democra tic partfcfllatfon . The
present ruling classes have shown that they cannot even uef~ nd

best c bourgeois pri nciples such as t he rul e of law, t he right
to fr eedom of speech . r-e'li qtcus fr eedom, freedom to f mo vement
and freedo m of association. In Tanzania wher e t he soci ety
s eem~d to have emba rked on a different road. t he l eade rsh ip
has given promise to the mil1tarisation of t he society by closely
integrating the army i nto direct adm i nist rat ion . Moreov er , the
i ns ane syst~ o f forced labour (Nguvu Kazil and the campaign for
the Huma n Resource Deployment Act of 1 ~83 which ca l ls on t he
people to carry passes in the country , promise th e 1984 sys tem
of control for the Tanzan ian ee s ses •

Democracy i n Afr ica can no lo nger be understood i n t he
vot in g for a party leade r every f ive years . Democr acy i n 19S4 .
the year of thought control and double s peak mus t be understood
as the genui ne participat ion of the masses i n t he proc esses of
production and reproduction . tt.e present rulfng class i n Africa
has show" by t hei r politi cal st yl e thdt they are hi st ori call y t ra n
si ent . merel y a t tempt i ng t o i nt ens i fy what has gone on before;
coerci ng the people to pla nt more coffee , st set , cocoa , t ea,
groundnul s and to export more copper . 011 and uranil.lll . The
failure of the bourgeoisie under col onia l i sm i s bei ng repeat ed by
th e petty bourgeo i sie and t he milita ry under neo-colonia lism.

The Niger ian coup has shown to th e wvrkl ng poor of th e con
ti nent tha t only the full mobilisation of t he mas ses can I ead
t o democra cy . Thi s democracy must be ba~ ed on t he se lf emanc i
pat ion " f t he Wt:l rking people so that t hey can ca r ry t hems elves
to hi gher s t ages of pol i tic"l consciousness and ac tion. Wi th
or gani sa t iu n , mobi l i s at io n dnd proper ideo logica l di rect ion t he
Ni geriau mas ses will be able to pl ay an impo rta nt role i n helpin g
t o brea k out of the bottom of t he t nter nat to nat dhis io n uf
l abour . The i ss ue o f Nigeria shows that nei t her democracy nor
th e rule of la w can be sustained ~ nder the form of capitalism
in Afr ica and t hat democracy wi ll only be poss ib le onder soci al ism
where the people wil l col l ect i vel y . cooperatively and i n a
democratic lIianner enter the process of production , dh tribut io n
and t he crea ti on o f new cultural val ues.
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