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    Preliminaries

    Abstract

    Establishing, broadening and maintaining democracy in Africa is an issue with world wide implications. On the continent itself, democracy is a vital issue, precisely because the majority of Africans have been reduced to virtual outlaws, with little or no rights in their own countries. This process has been driven by their own governments.

    Atrocities, suppression and violence has occurred all over the continent in the suppression of democratic freedom. What is astounding is that after such suffering, the threshold of tolerance breaks and citizens seek ways to exercise some freedom from daily oppression. Nigeria, particularly in its current state, is no exception.

    Written by African social scientists, Expanding Democratic Space in Nigeria makes an essential contribution to the ongoing debate and analysis of the potential for barriers to democratic space. Chapters highlight the role of different interest groups, the implications of the country's colonial past and the legacy of military, the role of the mass media and women's participation in the political arena. Intellectuals, trade unions, human rights organisations and young people are all featured, as they take their place in what the authors see as an inevitable move towards a freer stale.

    Author

    Jibrin Ibrahim, the editor, is a Reader in the Department of Political Science, Ahmadou Bello University, Zaria. He has a doctorate from the University of Bordeaux on Nigerian party politics and has published widely in English and French on democratisation, pluralism and religious conflict.

    illustrator

    Cover art work : Alla A. Kleekpo

    Dedication

    This book is dedicated to the memory of Claude Ake (1939-1996), one of our intellectual stars who has also played a major role in the struggle for expanding Nigerian democratic space.


    Preface

    Much of the evidence in this book and the thrust of the theoretical argument is about the steady reduction of democratic space in Nigeria over the past decade. Although the country has a tradition of a strong civil society that has been consistently in the struggle for democratisation, democratic culture and politics have been declining rather than progressing. The state has been actively engaged in restricting the democratic potential of political parties, the media, trade unions, youth and professional organisations.

    And yet, the expansion of democratic space is not just a dream of the authors. It is a collective reading of the march of history. Precisely because power and resources are being monopolised by an increasingly narrower circle, the struggle to expand access have been intensifying in the country. Precisely because civil society has been strong and relatively autonomous, the attempts cripple it have become more intense in recent years. It is the fear that popular and liberal democratic struggles would bear fruits that has been provoking the panic measures by those in power to block the access of others, eliminate dissent and destroy the capacity to struggle.

    The notion that the central agenda in Nigeria is the expansion of democratic space was first articulated in workshops organised in Uppsala and Oxford in 1989 attended by among others Bjorn Beckman, Attahiru Jega, Gavin Williams, Yusuf Bangura, Adebayo Olukoshi, Raufu Mustapha, Akin Fadahunsi and Jibrin Ibrahim. It was first popularised by Bjorn Beckman’s. « Whose Democracy Bourgeois versus Popular Democracy » published in the Review of African Political Economy n° 45/46 of 1989 and in the collection edited by Rudebeck (1992). The debates also focused on recent developments in the Nigerian political economy that were promoting authoritarianism and resulted in the publication edited by Adebayo Olukoshi (1993) The Politics of Structural Adjustment in Nigeria. The twin programmes of structural adjustment and political transition to civil rule conducted by the military have been eroding development and democracy in the country, so a wide spectrum of interest groups have developed a concrete stake in contesting state policies and thereby striving for a better future. As Beckman (1992 : 148) has argued, many forces have a stake in protecting and expanding the democratic space in order that further advances for the society at large could be made.

    It is the contention of the authors in this volume that popular organisations democratic movements, labour, the youth and students, women’s organisations, etc. have a crucial role to play in the process. The Nigerian political class for its part has not played as important a role as has been expected. It has been unable to effectively combat the anti-democratic antics of the military.

    It would be recalled that the political transition programme has been so long and convoluted, so tightly controlled and so manipulated under the Babangida regime, that it was clear the chances of successful implantation of a liberal democratic regime were very bleak. At the end of the day, the presidential elections held on June 12, 1993 were annulled by the General to the chagrin and the consternation of a large cross-section of Nigerian society. The events following the annulment were very revealing about the prospects for as well as the difficulties of expanding democratic space in Nigeria.

    The immediate response to the annulment was a massive, broad based and national mobilisation against the regime’s action and for democracy. A vigorous movement under the leadership of the Campaign for Democracy (CD) developed and it appeared, as Beko Ransome-Kuti, the leader of the CD said, that the organisation which had forty one affiliate groups, had been transformed from a small alliance to a position of « determining the strategic direction of the democratic struggle in Nigeria » (African Guardian, 21 February 1994). In the Lagos Conference were the first drafts of the papers in this volume were presented and a human rights « Round Table » organised, Chima Ubani, the General Secretary of the CD contended as follows in their position paper. The CD had succeeded in achieving better cohesion and coordination of the various groups seeking to expand democratic space and to empower civil society in Nigeria. A few weeks later, the same Chima Ubani published a letter « CD : Setting the Records Straight (18 January 1994) », in which he confessed that the CD had been seriously affected by internal divisions that have weakened the cohesiveness of the organisation and the morale of its members and supporters Indeed, the Lagos Conference was the last occasion in which Beko Ransome-Kuti and Chima Ubani were publicly together as a joint team.

    At the heart of the CD crises were revelations of a collaborationist relationship that had developed between the new military regime and some of the leaders of the organisation, in particular, its President, Beko Ransome-Kuti himself. More profoundly, the crises reflected the narrowing of democratic space within the organisation itself. As the opposition group to Ransome-Kuti asserted during the February 5 1994 Ibadan Second National Convention of the CD, « democratic decision-making and collective leadership broke down, reducing the organisation almost to a one man show ». As the CD become more powerful as a democratic movement and appeared to be capable of being a major player in the game, its leadership became less willing to abide by the democratic principles it had been proclaiming and fighting for. The organisation became embroiled in factional struggles, it split and lost much of its appeal. At the national level, support for M.K.° Abiola, the presumed victor of the presidential elections narrowed to his Yoruba ethnic base. There are no easy victories in the struggle for the expansion of democratic space. It is however instructive that mass organisations, democratic movements, professional associations, and even the political class have continued the struggle for democracy. A luta continua.

    Jibrin Ibrahim
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