
factories with their land, to be run by an autonomous authority comprising representativ 
of management, the workers, and the government; the nationalisation of the docks, 
insurance, transport; greater stress on cooperatives and more diversification of the 
economy. Programme Gouvernmental du MMM (Port-Louis 1973) Since then the 
Programme has been revised to take into account even more the "realities" of Mauritius. 

90. Le Monde diplomatique. July 1977. 
91. The two must likely candidates are Sir Satcam Bolell (SSB) Minister of Agriculture, a high 

c a s t e Hindu of the majority " C a l c u t t a " g r o u p w h o , for the time being, is reputed to be 
acceptable to the PMSD a n d sugar interests. The other is Sir V. Ringadoo (S VR) Minister 
of Finance, a Hindu o f t h e minority "Madras" g r o u p . SVR, for the time being, is reputed to 
bee too soft towards the M M M . The MLP' problems have been compounded by the 
dismissal ofthe two government ministers for alleged corruption, and the defection of two or 
three backbenchers who have formed a new party. One way out for SSR reasonably would 
be to make Mauritius a Republic with himself as President. There would be consensus 
among the parties for that. See WeekEndU and 29.7.79, 12.8.79, 25.11.79. 

92 There are rumours of developing links between a strong French military presence based on 
Reunion and the Americans o n Diego in which Mauritius is involved. L'Express 20.1.1976 

Understanding African Politics: The Political 
Economy Approach 

J.R. Barongo » 

What I intend to do in this paper' is to indicate how African politics is to be 
understood and explained. In spite of the numerous differences among African 
countries (which no doubt produce variations in the nature of local political 
interaction) such as territorial and population size, historical and contemporary 
experience, structure of social organization, level of social and economic 
development, resource endowment and the number and quality of political elites, 
there are nevertheless common patterns that characterize Afrizan politic that can be 
discerned, described and explained. I am interested in the salient features of this 
politics namely, the intense and often violent political competition, acute ethnic and 
elite conflicts, tendencies towards aggrandizement of power both at personal and 
institutional levels, the adoption by governments of different ideologies of 
development in the face of more or less similar problems of development and the 
dependent nature on foreign policies of many African countries. 

To say that there are similar patterns that characterize African politics implies the 
existence of certain basic features common to the countries which condition and shape 
the political process. The task, therefore, is to identify the characteristic features of 
African societies which constitute an infrastructure of politics to influence the 
04nergence of those peculiar patterns of African politics which we are interested in 
explaining. However, before we proceed to identify the foundations of politics in 
Africa, a brief review of the current attempts at explaining African politics is necessary 
in order to show the point of departure of the approach proposed in this paper. 

Since 1960, the year of African independence, many Western scholars professing 
expertise in the various branches of the science of society have been attracted to Africa 
tu undertake studies ofthe problems confronting the emergent nations. Right from the 
heginning the political scientists, among them, were confronted with a host of political 
phenomena, some of them interesting and fascinating, some disturbing, which could 
not properly be accounted for within the established theoretical models that were used 

^^""^y of the politics of the older states. 
W e T '^h'^"'^'^^ ^"""'^ ' l " ' ' ^ s^rly that unlike the familiar patterns of politics in the 
theor ' • " ^ ^ " ' ^ °^ politics in the new states was tending towards what the Western 
emer'aen^ f'̂ '̂̂ '̂'̂ ^ considered to be undemocratic rule characterised by the 
of effea" ''^'^'^ systems, authoritarian civilian and military regimes and lack 
p o l i t i c a l P ^ ' " ' ' ' = * P ^ t ' o n at the mass level. It was further discovered that 
procedurTsT"^ ^ appeared to lack well organized and institutionalized 
and amon^ competition and that the relationship between groups of elites 

g communities was one of connict which quite often resulted in violent 

•^'fth Annuarco T' Ahmadu Bello University. This paper was presented at the 
'University of if^ " . j " ^ " ' ^ ^ °f '^e Nigerian Political Science Association held at the 

'1'^. Nigenain April 1978. 



:hanges in governments and forced regimes in power to adopt various methods of 
loliticai repression. In an attempt to comprehend the seemingly complex political 
problems confronting the new states, a set of new theoretical perspectives were 
leveloped which purported to offer heuristic guides in explaining African politics and 
by using these perspectives certain predictions were made about its possible 
developments and future trends. Two perspectives — the modernization and cultural 
pluralism models- became particularly popular among Western scholars involved in 
the study and analysis of African politics. 

The modernization perspective was employed to analyse and explain a wide range 
of problems confronting the new states.^rhis perspective set out to provide an overall 
framework by which certain dominant features of African politics could be 
understood and explained. It became fashionable to see and explain the existing 

political problems inthe emergent nations, such as the recurrent political instabilities, 
tendencies towards centralization of power, the intense ethnic and elite competition 
for resources and political power and the various forms of political repression, in 
terms of the rapid rate of modernization which the new states were experiencing. The 
central argument of the modernization perspective was that African societies were 
experiencing rapid and multi-dimensional changes. The rapidity and intensity of the 
changes taking place tended to weaken the traditional institutions. In some cases, 
modernization created an institutional vacuum by completely supplanting the 
outmoded conservative institutions without allowing the changing society enough 
time to adjust and create viable ahernative institutions to accommodate the impetus 
and the forces of change. At the same time the values and normative fabrics of society 
were being quickly disorganized making social relations increasingly fluid. One's role 
in such uncertain and unstable relationships becomes difficult to define and to be 
recognized and accepted by others. Accordingly, in the new states modernity was 
being introduced and rapidly taking ground in situations where there were no 
supportive institutions and cultural values. Modern institutions, capable of 
constraining political behaviour and structuring political relations, were non-existent 
and in cases where they existed they had not taken root in the culture of the society. 
For political life this meant that in the new states there were no agreed set of rules and 
procedures capable of governing political interaction, resulting in the use of 
unconventional means to gain elective office and unconstitutional behaviour of people 
in power. The absence of acceptable rules and procedures in political competition puts 
instability of one form or another high up on the political agenda as rival groups, 
determined to unseat the incumbents from power, employ various methods including 
enlisting the assistance of persons in the armed forces ofthe country. In the face of this 
challenge the government resorts to the use of power to suppress opposition. 
Opposition parties are banned, their leaders are detained and imprisoned and the 
regime sets out to consolidate itself in power from which it can only be dismissed 
through a military coup. On the whole, the modernization perspective accredits the 
various forms of political turmoil facing African countries to the fragilityujf political 
institutions and the lack of tradition in political competition. 

In addition to the problems occasioned by the rapid changes taking place in 
modernizing societies, the modernization perspective also takes into account as one of 
its analytical and explanatory factors the scarcity ofthe resources available to African 
countries and the importance of this factor in the political life of these countries.3 In a 
situation of acute scarcity of resources, politics is not only organized around the 

competition for the control of these resources but also because of this the struggle for 
them is usually very intense. Whoever controls state power controls much else 
patronage in the distribution of jobs and award of government contracts, and 
decisions in the allocation of factories, hospitals, schools and other amenities, i n 
situations of this kind, politicians compete for power with an eye on controlling the use 
of available resources. Losing to an opponent does not usually augur well for the 
professional politician because doing so might signal the beginning of the end of 
career. I f at one stoge he does not find himself in prison he would most certainly find 
himself losing popularity since he would not be in position to dispense patronage to his 
followers in order to maintain his political support. 

For the successful polifician the story is quite different. Being in control of the 
resources means a bright political future. He can manipulate the use of the resources of 
the country to the advantage of his political supporters. This means therefore that 
politicians representing certain ethnic and sectional interests engage themselves in cut­
throat battles in order to control governmental institutions through which they can 
also control the management of the scarce resources. The manner in which the regime 
uses discriminatory devices in the allocation and utilization of these resources 
inevitably alienates some sections of society and intensifies ethnic and elite conflicts. 
In consequence, a situation is created which breeds tensions in inter-ethnic and inter-
elite relationships. The existence of these tensions in the political system very often 
leads to political instability. 

The modernization perspective finds the factors and forces responsible for the 
various problems with the modernizing societies themselves and leads one to the 
conclusion that because of the rapid rate ol social and economic change being 
experienced by African countries, political instability and other problems contingent 
on the process of modernization are inevitable.* 

The other popular theoretical framework — the cultural pluralism or ethnic 
conflict model — also attempts to explain African politics much in the same way.' 
Like the modernization perspective, it focuses analysis on the social structure and 
indentifies the social-cultural forces which influence the political process and 
determine the structure of political relations in society. The model bases its analytical 
gear on the existence of groups vying for influence, control and domination. Analysts 
who employ this model to the study of African politics find that almost without 
exception, African societies are made up of many ethnic groups of varying sizes and 
influence. These groups are seen as culturally distinct from each other on the basis ot 
language, social organization, values, beliefs and other cultural characteristics. In 
addition, the various groups have different interests and aspirations and tend to use 
the resources available to them to assert their differences and power in relation to 
other groups. Before the advant of colonialism, the disparate ethnic groups existed 
and functioned as separate self-contained communities but when colonial powers 
forced them to co-exist under centralized political systems, the relation between them 
became one of competition for allocation of resources and other forms of colonial 
favours. On attainment of independence, the struggle and competition among the 
groups became very intense indeed. Larger groups attempted to ensure their 
dominance over others by controlling the key governmental institutions while the 
minority groups struggled for recognition and a fair deal in the distribution of the 
national resources. The ethnic-pluralism mode^ emphasizes the over continuing 
aggressiveness, rivalry and competition among the various cultural groups in the 
polity.* _ 



In terms of this model, pohtical life in African countries is organized around the 
desire by the various ethnic groups to further and protect their own interests. And 
these interests are culturally defined and have to do with what groups possess as 
distinct communities and what they can get from others in a competitive situation. 
Accordingly, the pohtical behaviour of the people in power is influenced by 
particularistic considerations. Leaders use state power to ensure the dominance of the M*/ 
groups to which they belong and those groups which are excluded from political % 
power and the resources. This creates a tug-of-war political area and the intensity of | , l 
conflicts based on particularistic claims ultimately leads to situations of instability.' ^ 

By the very nature of its assumptions and premises, the ethnic-pluralism model 
offers no viable framework for understanding,interpreting and explaining \ 
contemporary African politics. The model assumes that the various groups which 
constitute the polity exist as separate communities each with its own distinct cultural 
values, institutional patterns and political orientations. Nowhere in Black Africa does 
one find such well defined and self-contained cultural units. In its original formulation 
and application, the model attempted with remarkable success to grapple with the 
realities of a colonial society in which race or colour played an important part in 
structuring social relations and distributing wealth, power and prestige among the 
different cultural groups in society.' In contemporary Africa, the model might 
conceivably be applied profitably to the racially and culturally heterogeneous white 
dominated societies of southern Africa. But in a Black African country where patterns 
of action and political alignments on the basis of ethnic indentity are fluid depending 
on the situation and the issues involved, an attempt to hold the ethnic factor as a major 
variable in the analysis and explanation of African politics is problematic and indeed 
misleading. At the very best and depending on how it is handled, ethnicity may be used 
in conjuncfion with class analysis to explain why a regime adopts a particular policy 
that appears to favour a particular section of society. 

It should be stated with emphasis that the existing Western-derived theoretical 
perspectives used by analysts of African politics, two of which have been reviewed 
here, do not provide useful frameworks for understanding the dynamics of African 
politics. As is the problem with all Western developmentalist approaches to African 
problems, the modernization and the ethnic- pluralism models suffer from being 
static, a-historical and in the main non-explainatory. They are static because in an 
attempt to explain why a particular phenomenon occurs in a particular society, 
scholars using these perspectives do not seek possible explanations beyond the 
confines of the immediate environment in which it occurs. The perspectives lead the 
analyst to look for explanations only within the boundaries ofthe social structure of 
the society concerned and even the incremental changes in society and the problems 
they create are usually overlooked. They are a-historical because they do not take into 
account the historical experience of a society as a major variable in explaining 
conemporary patterns on behaviour. The perspectives are primarly concerned with 
the present and to them the present has no past and therefore what matters is to look at 
the existing society and identify the forces that account for what is happening in it. 
They are non-explanatory because being static and a-historical, these perspectives are 
not able to help the analyst in identifying the essential variables that he must take into 
account to understand and explain the nature, the content and the dynamics of 
African politics. In other words, what the perspectives offer as explanatory factors are 
either false or are not essentially critical to the phenomenon to be explained. 

As has already been indicater, in an attempt to explain why African politics takes 
the form it does, the modernization and ethnic-pluralism models cannot be of much 
help. For instance, it is of no use when attempting to account for the problem of 
political instability in African countries to say that the problem exists because of the 
fragility of political institutions and the lack of institutionalized procedures for 
political competition or because of the acute shortage of resources which makes the 
scramble for them by individuals and groups to be very intense. For this begs answers 
to follow-up questions which cannot easily be formulated if the analyst is using any of 
these perspectives: Why are the institutions fragile? Why is there a lack of 
institutionalized procedures? Why are the resources in African countries so scarce 
than they are in other parts of the world? The search for meaningful answers to these 
questions must necessarily go beyond the mere fact of saying that it is because African 
countries are undergoing rapid socioeconomic changes occasioned by the process of 
modernizaton. 

To answer these questions and hence to really understand the nature and 
dynamics of contemporary African politics, one has to go back into history to see how 
African societies have developed over fime since the advent of imp erialism and 
colonialism and understand the condition of their present material base. This must be 
accompanied by an appraisal of their contemporary experience, and in particular an 
attempt must be made to understand how those countries are struggling to exist in an 
international system dominated by the Western capitalist powers. Institutional 
fragility, violent political competition and the existence of unstable political 

relationships among groups and individuals cannot be said to be inherent in the nature 
of African societies. Nor is cultural heterogeneity a peculiar feature of these societies 
which functions to make African politics different from that of the United States of 
America, Canada or even Great Britain which are equally heterogeneous societies. 
There are, certainly, reasons why African politics differs from that of the developed 
countries. Those reasons are related to the differences in the historical and 
contemporary experiences of African countries as compared to others. And it would 
seem to me that the main difference is this, that whereas politics in the developed 
countries is founded on sound economic bases and material abundance (made 
possible, to a great extent, by overseas exploitation), politics in African countries is 
>ased on poverty created by historical and contemporary exploitation ofthe continent 

the developed capitalist countries. A full explanation of African pohtics cannot be 
a ained without regard to the operation ofthe international capitalist system and its 
ITH'̂ TAT economies, accompanied by a thorough analysis ofthe functions 
^nich African countries fulfill within this system. 

I FOUNDATIONS OF A F R I C A N POLITICS 

institufio "^'"""^ °f political life in a particular society, the types of 
Processes"V^^* created and sustained and the peculiar patterns of political 
namelv^th ^'"^•'ge are a function of the interplay among three main factors, 
society and material base of society, the historical experience of that 
stimuli Th ' ^ actors' perception, interpretation and response to environmental 
'dominant of culture, that is to say, the value ofthe people, their beliefs and the 
forms of D^r^-^'"^ °^ ideiis in shaping the poHtical process and in dictafing prUcular 

'tical organization, is by no means being minimized. But the values, beliefs 



and ideas have their basis in and reflect very fundamentally on the nature of the 
economic base (or the dominant mode ofproduction, to be precise) and the relations it 
creates among the people as well as in the historical experiences of the society. It is 
primarily the material environment which determines the formation of cleavages in 
terms of social groups and classes with competing interests and thereby defining the 
character and structure of political interaction in a competitive — bargaining 
situation. Moreover, it is the material resources actually or potentially available to 
individuals and groups in the polity that determines their relative importance, 
influence and power. 

The historical experience of a society, on the other hand, relates to the 
cummulative developments and changes that have taken place over time and an 
awareness on the part of citizens, especially among the principal actors, of the 
factors responsible for these developments and changes. The historical experience of a 
society is important in influencing political behaviour in so far as it provides a 
perspective in which a problem can be perceived and defined. 

It is the experiences of the past that helps an individual, particularly one faced 
with a problem situation, to understand and intepret the present and to be able to 
predict with reasonably highy degree of certainty the possible outcomes of his actions. 
History gives meaning to the present problems, it generates new ideas, creates normas 
and lays down traditions which sanction and constrain behaviour. The historical 
experience presents the decision maker with a set of experimented courses of action 
from which he can choose when approaching a particular problem. In the final 
analysis,however,it is the actor's perception of the total environment, that influences 
his behaviour. The forces generated by the material environment forms the axis of 
political activity, history supplies information about the origins of the present 
problems, and individuals produce actions the totality of which structure themselves 
in a political process borne out of the peculiarities of a particular interactional 
situation. 

If, therefore, we have to understand the dyanamics of contemporary African 
politics and if we are to be able to explain it correctly, we must first of all identify the 
foundations of this politics. The trend which we observe as characterizing African 
politics have their basis, no doubt, in certain common problems confronting African 
countries and the forces which these problems generate. The problems and the forces 
they generate combine to produce an environment which induces the emergence of 
patterns and processes of politics peculiar to these countries. We identify these 
problems as relating to poverty, dependence and the colonial experience. How these 
problems manifest themselves in the political life of any one country depends mainly 
on how the actors, particularly the political elites, perceive and respond to them and 
the kind of institutions created in response to the problems. Thus although the 
infrastructure of politics may be the same in all countries, the manner in which it 
affects the political process and the responses to the problem which this infrastrustru-
cture creates, may not be the same in all countries depending on the perceptions and 
the behaviour of the actors involved. But the common infrastructural problems do 
influence the emergence of a politics of a special character as we now proceed to 
illustrate.' 

A common characteristic of African countries is that they are materially poor, 

their economies are highly dependent on a world economic system dominated by 
developed capitalist countries and, being both a cause and a symptom of poverty 
dependence, their societies are grossly underdeveloped. These factors have createc 
economic base in African societies which generate political problems of a kind m 
experienced in the relatively more developed countries. African countries are poor 
underdeveloped not because they lack the resources necessary for development, 
the contrary, they have abundant human and material resources, but these resou 
rather than being utilized for the development of African societies, they h 
historically been exploited to foster the development of other countries and conti 
right up to the present day to be used to contribute to the development of the aire 
developed countries of the world. 

The historical and contemporary origins of this dilemma have been \ 
documented in several studies and do not therefore require recapitulation.'" 
should rather indicate here how the condition of poverty, dependence i 
underdevelopment affects Affrican politics and in doing so underline at the same ti 
the fact that, contrary to what Western observers of African politics believe to be 
case, many of the p&iitical problems existing in African countries today h 
predominantly an external origin. 

Our persistent position is that the dominant characteristics of African polii 
such as the intense ethnic and elite conflicts, the recurrent tendencies of instabil'ty, 
trends towards centralization of power, the excessive use of power for politi 
repression and the submissive character of the foreign policy of many governme 
are explicable, to a great extent, in terms ofthe material poverty of African counti 
and the dependent nature of these countries on the operations and manipulations 
the international capitalist system. 

The politics of poverty is such that it fosters the formation of groups and clas: 
with conflicting materialistic conceptions and interests and tends tO divide society it 
hostile camps of people which are quite often armed with strong (ideologic 
convictions of how society should best be organized for the purpose of overcoming 
at least weakening the tenacity of the condition of poverty. These conflicts a 
interests may manifest randomly at the level of the individual or may structi 
themselves through organized institutions such as political parties, workers tra 
unions and employers associations, or informally through facades of ethnic a 
religious sentiments. In the political arena and at each level of poHtical activity, the 
are individuals, usually members of the intellectual and political elite, whose belie 
ideas, actions and behaviour represent the economic interests of a particular class 
one group or the other. 

In most African countries, the various conflicts that usually develop in situatio 
of instability are of elite or ethnic kind. But these conflicts are not merely t 
manifestations of elite, ethnic or cultural differences. Rather, they are a reflection 
the material interests of the various groups in societv which, in the context of scar 
resources, manifest themselves in sharp and intense political competition. It 
interesting to note, in support of this assertion, that ethnic prejudices and antagonisn 
are most prevalent and may assume a violent character in situations whe 
employment or business is involved. It is in circumstances involving employment: 
the civil service, in industry, in the universities and in other places, that one ms 
become suddenly consious of his ethnic tags and his difference from his competitoi 
depending on how his employment needs and interests are satisfied or denied.'• 1 



situations where economic interests coincide, where they are not in conllict or where 
they are not at stake as normally is the case among the poorer sections of society, two 
individuals of different ethnic origin are able to live together in remarkable harmony 
and brotherhood. In fact snch people do often share common attitudes to life which 
derive from their similar material circumstances. 

In order therefore to understand why there are ethnic conflicts and antagonisms 
in most African countries and why these conflicts develop sometimes in situations of 
violence and instability,'^ one has to uderstand the basis these conflicts which is 
essentially material. Employing the ethnic-pluralism model to explain such conflicts 
does not really reveal the true character of the factors behind inter-ethnic conflicts. 
And in the context of the present economic situation in Africa countries, ethnicity is an 
important political force simply because the resources are far less inadequate to 
satisfy the material needs of individuals and groups who compete for them and have 
theretore in many cases to be selectively allocated by those in authority. 

In the same way elite competition and the conflicts and disagreements which arise 
there from, cannot be fully understood without reference to the material base. It is 
Widely recognized, but often without proper explanation, that in Africa instabilities of 
one form or another are elite phenomena. We should restate the fact here that elite 
behaviour in (African) politics is a reflection of competing economic interests in 
society. There appears to be in any one African country two categories of political 
elites, one ideologically inclined, the other Hmited in outlook by parochial 
preoccupations. There is, on the one hand, a group of elites who act as the '-hampions 
and spokesmen of the interests of economically stratified and well defined groups as is 
the case with those elites who represent the interests of either the underprivileged 
classes of peasants and workers or of those of the more economically fortunate but 
numerically smaller sections of society. On the other, there is a set of elites whose 
behaviour is influenced by the economic interests of parochial entities such as ethnic 
groups and geographical localities.'" In order to satisfy these interests, political elites 
compete for the control of state power and when they gain this control they formulate 
and slant governmental economic policies in favour of the economic interests which 
they represent." 

The fact that political elites by definition represent certain economic interests in 
Society, however hidden and inarticulated these interests may be, and seek power in 
order to control the use of the scarce resources to cater for these interests, has certain 
reactions and influences on the nature of political trends in Africa. In the first place, 
political competition tends to be intense, unstructured and sometimes violent. In a 
desperate attempt to control state power and all that that this implies, politicians may 
violate estabhshed procedures for competition and resort to the use of various tactics 
which promise to ensure their success over opponents. We should refuse to accept the 
suggestion made by the the modernization theorists that because politicians do not 
always follow the rules and procedures of political competifion known to Western 
political pracfice, this necessarily means that in Africa such rules and procedures are 
non-existent or are not recognized by society. African countries have consfitutions 
and electroal laws which stipulate in a clear manner the rules of the game. But some 
politicians may not be inclined to follow them in every deUil, because what is usually 
at stake — the power to control the use of scarce resources — means a great deal to 
either of the competing parties and which must therefore be acquired or retained by 
any means which are not parficularly inconsonant with the limits of the general 
s t a n d a r d s n f m o r a l i t y 

Political compefition and manoeuvres do not usually end with thedetermini 
of the election resuUs. The party in power is continuously faced with challenges 
the elites outside the government. The party which loses a particular election 
accept defeat but this will seldom stop its leaders from organizing, planning and t£ 
certain actions intended to enable the opposifion elites to wrest power fron 
incumbent party in the short or long run. This creates a situation of ever confir 
tensions among the political elites. Two tendencies have arisen out of this situati 
African politics in recent years. 

First, primarily as a response to the destabilizing activities of opposition gn 
governments of almost all African countries have at one time or another ad( 
Measures that have strengthened the power of the stote. And this has been achie> 
two ways. There has been, on the one hand, measures that have been aim 
IHSkening the opposition by abolishing the semisautonomous centres of c 
teninated or used by opposition groups to challenge the government at the cei 
on the other hand, steps have been taken by governments to silence the oppoi 
legally by adopting various kinds of repressive laws. The experiences of Ghana, K 
and Uganda, among others, illustrate fully this trend. These countries started ofl 
independence constitutions which dispersed power among the regions and i 
provided also a framework for the existence and operafion of multi-party politic) 
a few years after independence, each of these countries had either amendt 
constitution or abrogated the independence constitufion and replaced it « 
republican constitution, mainly for the purpose of abolishing the power of the re 
and consolidating it at the centre. At the same time dentenfion laws have been ad( 
the statute books of many countries to enable the governments to deal firmlj 
individual opposition 'trouble-makers'. Under these laws, government! 
empowered to detain in prison or in such other 'safe' places, individuals conside 
be a risk to the sec rity of the state, sometimes for indefinite periods of t i i 
sampling of a few coutries will reveal the extent to which governments have use 
legal instrument as a means of containing elite conflicts. 

The second tendency has been the general trend towards centralization of j 
under one party systems and under one strong leader. With the possible except 
Tanzania and the countries which emerged into independence with a single mobi 
party, all countries which have adopted single party systems have done do main 
result of elite conflicts as well as disagreements among them over national f 
_ ational policy over which disagreements have arisen among the political ehtes 
nvariablv entailed the question of development and the related ethica 

r e s o u ' - ^ ^ " ^ ^ °^ "^^^^^ secfions of society should benefit most from the i 
exist"*̂ *̂ ^̂  available to the nation. Consequently, in countries where one party s) 
commit 'eaders sharing more or less similar ideological conviction 
develonTd** sought to consohdate and pernetuate themselves in po\ 
•"seds and "^'^'^^ national resources in a manner consistent with the ecoi 

The °^ classes or sections of society which they represent 
the nafure'''^'" Poverty contributes in another important way to the explai 

have from ti"̂ ^ dynamics of African polifics. Being dependent, African coi 
system. The"*^ *° ' " " ^ fallen victims to the manipulation ofthe international caf 
fluctuations ^'^"^''^ o*" stagnafion of their economies are determined primarily 
Primary exD " "^^ds and interests of the dominant nations. In cases whe 

ports have continued to attract high prices in the world market, dep« 



the needs which the developed countries have for these exports, the domestic 
nomies of African countries havetended to prosper, albeit superficially, making it 
sible for these countries to enjoy periods of relative stability. But where prices of 
imodities have fallen on the world market due to a lack of effective demand from 
dominant consumers, the domestic economies have been severely affected, putting 
governments in serious troubles. As a result of insufficient or diminishing foreign 
hange, the voluma of imports decreases, investments in the productive sectors are 
ted. inllation sets in, unemployment rates rise and the producers of the primary 
Kirt commodities become poorer and restless. Al l these externally generated 
)blems reacts on the government by weakening its capacity to cater for the needs of 

people and consequently eroding its legitimacy from the point of view of its 
)|ccts. As the experiences of Zambia and Zaire in the recent past can very well 
ist rate, the problems that arise in the domestic economy of a dependent country as a 
nit of a fall in world prices of the principle export tend to form and snowball into 
jations of domestic political instability. 

On another plane, the dependency of African countries on metropolitan powers 
ve tended to plot the patterns of their foreign policy orientation. To a very 
nificant degree, the foreign policy policies and alignments of the poor countries in 

internafional system dominated by the economically advanced powers is 
termined by their needs for development and the perception of the leaders in power 
how best they can manipulate these powers for assistance in the development of 
;ir countries. Since the issue is largely that of development, some countries like 
nya and most of the Francophone states have chosen to adopt and maintain a 
eign policy posture which keeps them in close political, economic and cultural 
ntacts with the former colonial powers and their allies. By doing so, they hope to 
sure continued enjoyment of t i n paternalism of Western capitalist countries in the 
rm of investments, financial and technical aid and preferential trade agreements, 
hers have insisted on a foreign policy of non-alignment ostensibly to safeguard their 
iependence, but in practical terms of poUtics, in order to be able to have friends on 
her side of the competing power blocks who can offer assistance in times of need, 
ther of these brands of foreign policy, however, makes African countries less assert-
: and a little timid in international political controversies. For the non-aligned 
untries, a slight shinting of poUcy that appears to favour a country in the Eastern 
ock immediately invokes hostiUty and intrigues of the capitalist powers, sometimes 
th disasterous consequences for the domestic economy as the experiences of 
inzania can very well illustrate."* 

For many of the problems we have discussed here, one finds coloniaUsm to be 
her a major cause or an aggravating factor. For instance, ethnic pluralism is a social 
:t in the life histories of African societies. As a pohtical factor, however, ethnic 
nthcts have their origins in the antagonistic relations of production and exchange 
troduced in African sociefies first by the mercanfilist system, which were then 
nsolidated by the introduction of the capitahst mode ofproduction and were finally 
nsummated by the long reign of colonial rule. Moreover, coloniaHsm intensified 
hnic particularism and set ethnic groups against each other in many ways.''' 
)cially, the colonial system of education fostered attitudes of inferiority and 
periority among communities by embarking on programmes of unbalanced 
ucation. Thus we find that virtually in all African countries there are ethnic groups 
^ich claim superiority over their neighbours on the basis of statistics which spell out 

a preponderance of educated elites. The pre-emption of jobs in the civil service and 
other sectors of employment by members of one ethnic group is a clear testimony of 
the educational superiority of a particular group and a basis of conflict in inter-ethnic 
relations. Added to this, colonial administrations are notorious for havingencouraged 
uneven development ot the colonial territories as part of their policy of divide and rule. 
Some regions or districts, usually coinciding with ethnic boundaries were favoured by 
colonial development plans with the result that some ethnic groups enjoyed the highest 
income, and had within their territorial boundaries, the best roads, the best health 
facilities, the best schools and the best of other social amenities. The differences in the 
standards of living of the various groups created a platform for conflict and 
competition, the legacies of which still pose considerable problems for the politics of 
the independent nations. The colonial administrative structure and subsequent 
political arrangements for electoral politics had the greatest impact on the intensity of 
ethnic localism. Local administrative units were established along ethnic lines and 
groups tended to be administered as if they were self-contained political entities. In 
most cases electoral constituencies were drawn to coincide with ethnic territorial 
boundaries. Accordingly, ethnic groups became the power base of politicians, in order 
to get elected to office politicians were invariably compelled to play on ethnic 
sentiments. This situation made it difficult for a national leader acceptable to all 
communities to emerge in post-independence politics. A leader was first and foremost 
ieen as a representative of a particular group and his leadership position at the 
national level was cited as an instance of domination by an ethnic group to which he 
belonged. Al l these problems created by colonialism were to impose a certain 
character and particular style on post-independence politics such as can be seen today. 

Another aspect of colonial legacy that has a bearing on the patterns of 
contemporary African politics is the nature of inherited institutions through which 
state power is exercised. As is well known, the insUtutions built by colonial 
administrations were basically authoritarian and coercive in character. In building 
these institutions the colonial power was guided by the need to provide an institutional 
framework through which to achieve maximum control and exploitation of the 
colonial peoples. Although at independence the purpose and functions of these 
institutions became redundant many of them were retained without modification and 
used by the independence government to govern and administer a people whose 
needs and aspirations had changed. This necessarily bestowed authoritarian chara­
cteristics on nationalist governments. And it is noteworthy to see that the behaviour of 
many African leaders today is a replication of colonial tendencies. Political repression 
in the form of detenfion, banning and deportation of opponents of the regime, was a 
tactic employed by colonial powers to silence the rise of nationalism or to slow down 
its tempo. The same weapon is beip'j used by African governments today as means of 
silencing opposition and containing conflicts.20 And since colonial rule was 
essentially a one party state in oufiook, hardly tolerating opposition and seeking to 
perpetuate itself in power, the same characteristics are vividly replicated today in 
tendencies towards centralization and aggrandizement of power under single party 
systems as well as in the kind of instruments adopted by government for political 
repression. 
Conclusion 

It is in contexts such as these that we can see clearly the impact of the colonial past 
on contemporary politics as well as onthe behaviour of leaders. African politics, like 



politics elsewhere, is influenced by environmental forces in \yhich it exists and 
functions. But what gives this politics the characteristics it has assumed since 
independence is the objective condition of the material base of the countries on which 
it is founded. As we have noted, this base is characterized by a severe shortage of 
material resources, being a result of a long history of imperialist exploitation and 
contemporary manipulations of the dependent nations by the international capitalist 
system. Added to this is a colonial history which, apart from creating forces of 
conflicts within the societies of African countries and establishing a tradition of 
political behaviour inconsistent with democratic practice, did bequeath to the young 
nations institutions that were incapable of stabilizing the political process. It is 
through a thorough analysis of these factors that we can be in position to understand 
and explain the nature and dynamics of contemporary African politics. Accordingly, 
therefore, in the study of African problems, the political economy approach which 
employs class analysis as its major theoretical guide, is to be preferred to the 
perspectives formulated by the so-called Africanists who invariably tend to view 
African politics through concepts developed in the tradition of Western bourgeois 
scholarship 
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nterests the regime attempts to consolidate and perpetuate itself in power. It should be 
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)l interest of metropolitan powers It is in this sense that we speak of regime as constituted by 
lational elites who are members of a comprador class serving the interests of foreign capital 
n the domestic economy. And it is this class which operates as a purveyor of imperialist 
xploitation and unwittingly acts as an important agent of the underdevelopment of its own 
ountry whose interests it purports to defend. 

n 1965 when the United Republic of Tanzania decided to recognize the Peoples Democratic 
Republic of East Germany, the government of the Federal Republic of West Germany 
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k'hen President A. Milton Obote of Uganda was faced with potential situation of instability 
1 1966 arising out of protracted stnigglefor power among elites within his own government, 
e had to look back to the colonial history to find ways and means of containing the 
tuation. Accordingly, his Attorney-General advised him to use the provisions of a 
)eportation Law enacted by the colonial government some two decades before the 
idependence of the country. However, legal technicalities in the application of the law lo 
le situation at the hands of Obote, made it possible for the courts to overrule the 
svernment and to free the deportees. The government had to use different manoeuvres to 
;ep the trouble-makers in custody. In order to avoid a similar situation in future whereby 
)urts could rule the actions of government as unlawful, parliament hurriedly passed a 
etention Law which limited the power of the courts in similar cases. 

Continuity and Change in Nigeria's Political Evolution-
The 1979 Elections 

S-H^. Tyoden* 

Introduction 
It is generally agreed among analysts and commentators on Nigeria's pre-1966 politics 
4hat, foremost among the factors that led to the fall of the first Republic was the 
structure and mode of operation of the Nigerian political parties. The three major 
parties — the Action Group (AG), the National Convenfion of Nigerian Citizens 
(N.C.N.C.) and the Northern People Congres (N.P.C.) were not only based in the 
three regions — West East and North respectively (before the creation of the Mid -
West region), but depended on the three ciajor ethnic groups - the Yoruba, Ibo and the 
Hausa/Fulani for their core of support. The only way trans-regional support was 
secured was through a network of alliances w»th opposition parties in other regions. 

The mode of operation of the parties was characterised by the harassment and 
intimidation of poHtical opponents; campaigns were carried out in a way and with a 
language that served to bring to the fore and emphasise primordial differences, while 
elections were marked by rigging, persecution and attempted suppression of rival 
politial party functionaries within one's region. It is no wonder then that election time 
was synonymous v/ith one of the social disorder and anarchy, when riots and violence 
became the order of the day. Given this state of affairs, the break-down of the system 
was only a matter of time.' 

With this background knowledge and the claim to be a "corrective regime", the 
military, following its usurpation of power, embarked on a process of conscious 
structural remodelling, institutional reconstruction and social engineering of the 
Nigerian political system, in a bid to evolve, if not a new political party system, at least 
a better one than had existed hitherto — A system that would be devoid of the 
fissiparous elements of its predecessor, conducive to national stability and integration, 
and one that would reduce to the minimum electoral malpractices. 

The division of the country into twelve and later nineteen states was seen as 
having struck a blow at the base of regionalism, ethnicity and thus political instability 
for instead of the four regions which served as focal points of ethnic and poHtical 
loyalty and thus generators of interethnic and inter-regional confiicts, there were now 
nineteen states, the creation of which was not based on ethnic, sectional or other such 
considerations. According to Gown t̂he new state structure "had in fact produced a 
basis for poHtical instability in that the structural imbalance of the First Republic has 
been decisively corrected."2 

Since the ethnic groups were distributed into various states and because, as a 
result, a party could not hope to win a nation-wide election based on the support of 
one state alone, the feeling was that sectionalism or even ethnicity would not be 
dominant features of post-miHtary Nigerian politics. I f the possibility of states, 
consisting of the same ethnic groups or belonging to the same geographical area, 
"ganging up" to form a polifical party had occured to Gowon, the occasion for putting 
forward a formula to solve such a dilemma never occured. The solution would have 
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