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Kane’s seminal work, Muslim Modernity in Postcolonial Nigeria: A Study
of the Society for the Removal of Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradi-
tion, is a study of the Yan Izala or the  Society for the Removal of Innova-
tion and the Reinstatement of Tradition, which is the single largest Islamic
reform movement in West Africa. Kane treats Izala as a vehicle for moder-
nity and aims at providing an analytical account of the restructuring of the
religious field in Northern Nigeria with Kano as a focus. The Islamic field
in Nigeria, like that of West Africa, is uniquely expressive of Sufism- a
mode of Islamic devotion. In order to situate the reader into the debate, it is
imperative to present an overview of Sufism.

The Sufi mystical tradition is characterized by its reverence of spiritual
beings  (alive or dead) that are believed to embody extraordinary amounts
of baraka, or divine grace. Islamic practice takes the form of membership
of religious brotherhoods, tariqa, that are dedicated to marabouts (the found-
ers or current spiritual leaders) of these brotherhoods. Muslims in Nigeria
are almost always members of the Qadriyya brotherhood, which is the small-
est and oldest, or the Tijaan (Tijaniyya) brotherhood which has the largest
following and is spread all over West Africa (Kaba 1974; Miran 1998; Bren-
ner 1988). Sufi Islam is essentially conservative and supportive of the Afri-
can traditional socio-political order and hierarchical system of class and
gender differentiation. Until the 1950s, Sufi orders largely dominated the
Northern Nigerian religious sphere and were accepted as the highest form
of Islamic orthodoxy and purity (p.150). Kane’s thoroughly researched work
is an interesting account of how the traditional Sufi tariqa came under at-
tack from Islamic reformers, particularly the Yan Izala that claim Wahabiyya
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persuasion. The work has the outstanding merit of addressing a largely ne-
glected field of Islamism in sub-Saharan Africa, and provides a useful back-
ground to an understanding of the Shari’asation of the Northern Nigerian
states since the advent of Obasanjo to power in 1999.

The book is divided into seven chapters. The first two introductory chap-
ters, (the introduction and chapter 1) provide a broad overview of twentieth
century Nigeria. Chapter 2 discusses the postcolonial growth of a succession
of reformist Islamic religious movements including Izala, which had
transnational connections. The postcolonial era witnessed Saudi Arabia, and
to a certain extent Egypt, launching a Pan-Islamic policy aimed at the pro-
motion of ties between different Muslims countries. For that purpose the
World Muslim League was created which included prominent Nigerian Mus-
lims as its founding members. The Iranian revolution and its Shi’ite brand of
Islam, however, posed a serious threat to the Gulf states. Saudi Arabia had to
counter it by propagating its own brand of Islam through  generous dona-
tions to Nigerian Muslims in the form of sponsorships, and the distribution
of copies of the Koran and Wahabbi Islamic literature. The context was there-
fore ripe for the rise of reformers with an alternative orientation to that of the
Sufi tariqa.

Chapter three deals with the fragmentation of sacred authority in the form
of new challenges. In the wake of social changes and new influences, a gen-
eration of young religious entrepreneurs started to interpret Islam in a way
that was not always different from, “but on some occasions, challenged or
rejected the existing mainstream Sufi Islamic discourse” (p. 69). These groups
included the Muslim Students Society, the Da’wa Group of Shaykh
Aminudeen Abubakar, Shaykh Abubakar Gumi’s Society for the Removal
of Innovation, the moderate and radical advocates of an Islamic state in Ni-
geria and the millenarian movement led by Maitatsine. Aminudeen Abubaka
started his activism with the radical Muslim Student’s association before
forming the Da’wa group which campaigned strenuously against the secular
state. He later shun the Iranian revolution but was careful in his relations
with the Sufi tariqa (pp. 75-84).

But this was not the case with Shaykh Abubakar Mahmud Gumi who
emerged on the Islamic scene as “one of the most charismatic anti-Sufi re-
formist figures in the twentieth century West Africa” (p.82). This Islamic
scholar developed solid contacts with the political and religious leaders of
Saudi Arabia and became an “indefatigable advocate of social and religious
reforms along Wahhabi lines” (p. 82). He commenced his reformist activi-
ties by criticizing different aspects of the Sufi orders during Koranic ex-
egesis in the mosques, in newspapers and over the radio and television. In
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1972, he published an extremely anti-Sufi book in which he zealously set out
to demonstrate the totally heterodox nature of Sufism. The publication trig-
gered an unprecedented polemic between him and the Sufi tariqa and caused
a factional split within the Nigerian Islamic field. An attempt was made on
his life and that of his close collaborators by inflamed Sufi radicals. Against
these developments, the reformers formally created the Jama’al Izalat al-
bid’a wa iqamat al-sunna (Society for the Removal of Innovation and the
Reinstatement of Tradition) in 1978 as a movement committed to pursue
their work should they be murdered. The Society, in essence, advocated the
“abandonment of local Islamic practices and the return the pristine Islam”
which the Saudis claimed to be practicing. Venerated Sufi saints such as
Ahmad al-Tijani and Abd al-Qadir al Jilani were labeled infidels.

Chapter four examines the social base of the Yan Izala movement. The
Yan Izala were like other members of contemporary Islamic movements of
the modern world-urban-based, with modern education and were composed
of different socio-economic categories. Its leadership was made up of two
segments: the religious entrepreneurs and the political/economic entrepre-
neurs, each engaged in advocating the reform of Sufi Islam. A select biogra-
phy of each of these categories is highlighted by Kane.The biographies com-
piled by the author make a useful revelation, namely, that despite the claim
of the Society, inqamut al-sunna (the reinstatement of tradition), its agenda
was by no means to “re-traditionalise society”. Yan Izala’s  set goals was to
modernise, “to make sense of, to mediate social change” (p.122). They were
therefore selective in the appropriation and specific interpretation of Islamic
heritage. It would therefore be an overstatement to perceive Yan Izala as full-
fledge Wahhabiyyas. Although chapter 1 to 4 make interesting reading of the
emergence and position of the reformers, no detailed doctrinal differences
between the Sufi tariqa and the Yan Izala are exposed beyond a critique of
Sufism as a deviation from pristine Islam.

Although chapter five is titled: Worldview and recruitment patterns of the
Yan Izala, what actually follows is more of an analysis of the discriminatory
selection of those materials from Islamic tradition that best suited their agenda
to use as references for writing treaties and pamphlets that could support
their preaching. The sources of the material used for preaching, the recurrent
concepts and ideas in their proselytisation, their mode of recruitment and
maintenance of allegiance are discussed. Although the major theological text
used by Izala is the Kitab al-tawhid by Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab, the
Yan Izala also depended on a second one, the Jama ‘at al-Tabligh of Indo-
Pakistani origin. It is pointed out here that Islamic movements of Wahhabi
persuasion have the tendency of labeling Sufis “unbelievers” and that this
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practice is more prevalent in Northern Nigeria than elsewhere in West Africa.
But no explanation is given for this Nigerian peculiarity. Perhaps this chap-
ter could have been introduced earlier to enable the reader understand the
doctrinal impurities the Yan Izala were accusing the Sufi orders of.

Chapter Six is a riposte of the Sufi tariqa which Kane titles the counter
reform movements. The Sufi tariqa had to unite in order to protect their
common heritage and identity. Shaykh Mudi Salga created the Fityan al-
Islam with the aim of fighting the Wahhabis and another Islamic sect, the
Ahmadiyyas. In the 1980s, Shaykh Sharif Ibrahim of the Tijaniyya persua-
sion struggled to reinterpret a version of Sufi Islam that was free from exces-
sive veneration of saints and guarantees of salvation . The spread of the Izala
movement thus led to the redefinition of religious identities and the
bipolarization of the Islamic field with the Sufis being referred to as Yan
Tariqa and the reformers as Yan Izala.

Chapter Seven examines Muslim-Christian confrontations but it is a de-
parture from the scope of the book and would not necessarily devalue its
wealth of information and analysis if it is left out. Chapter 8 deals with the
domestication of the Izala that led to its disintegration.

Kane has definitely succeeded in demonstrating the polarization that oc-
curred in the Islamic religious field following the appearance of the reform-
ers on the scene. One might want to wonder whether it was necessary for
him to attempt to restrict his study to Kano and to the Yan Izala when the
Sufi tariqa and Yan Izala were so pervasive in Northern Nigeria. The author
has presented more of the view points of the attackers than that of the at-
tacked; he also needs to explain further the resilience of the Sufi orders de-
spite the scathing denunciation they were subjected to by the reformers as
being heterodox. The Sufi tariqa actually flowered under colonial rule, in-
corporated several aspects of African traditional belief systems and ensured
the survival of Islam. Is this not sufficient reason for a more profound and
sympathetic analysis of the nature of Sufism to enable one judge the extent
to which the attacks of the Yan Izala was in order?

Kane’s description of some Middle Belt peoples as “pagans” (p.30) is
surprising because he is probably referring to African traditional religionists.
He states that Yorubaland is roughly 40% Muslim, 40% Christian and 20%
traditional religions Going by his previous logic, where does he classify pa-
ganism?

Kane notes that the advocates of an Islamic state were a serious challenge
to many and the grand qadis played a predominant role in domesticating
them. He states that the Islamist agenda can be best  understood within the
context of the evolution of Islamic law in Northern Nigeria. He opines that
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“before British conquest, the Sokoto Caliphate and Borno were governed by
Islamic law. After the establishment of colonial rule, the colonial administra-
tion strove to replace Islamic law with positive law….” The author needs to
be more prudent in making such a sweeping statement about the prevalence
of Islamic law in Northern Nigeria before British rule. The statement needs
to be revisited because “among Northern Nigerian Muslims the notion is
widespread that the introduction of Shari’a in 1999 is a restitution of their
rights which they lost during the colonial period” (Ludwig 2002:2). The adop-
tion of Shari’a under Obasanjo’s presidency was seen as the reassertion of
the Islamic heritage, which had been chequered by the British colonial ad-
ministration. According to Dr Ibrahim Datti Ahmed, the National President
of the National Council for Shari’a implementation in Nigeria, the “reintro-
duction” of the Shari’a was a tremendous achievement after being “absent
almost totally from this country for nearly 100 years, since the coming of the
British to Kano in 1903” (Suleiman 2003). Islamic law in pre-colonial Ni-
geria could not have been applied in its entirety owing to patchy knowledge
of it, the absence of sufficient knowledgeable Shari’a judges and the specificity
of the African social context..

As I noted elsewhere (cf Awasom forthcoming 2005), the judges in the
traditional caliphate courts in Northern Nigeria combined elements of the
Shari’a and African customary practices implying that a syncretised form of
justice prevailed. According to Christelow (2002:189):

tradition and Islam in the pre-colonial era came to co-exist, even in some
respects reinforce one another. For instance, one can argue that the emir’s
traditional authority helped to enforce and win acceptance for Islamic law in
many domains, perhaps especially in homicide law. In others, such as prop-
erty law, one might use the term co-existence.

If there was anything close to the Shari’a, it was a tropicalised version of it.
Nonetheless, the British rationalised the Shari’a court system particularly
from 1933 onwards to fit with the reality of the colonial state (Laitin 1982:
411-430). What gave Northern Nigeria a semblance of religious homogene-
ity was more of Islam as a package than the practice of the Shari’a.

There are some isolated incomplete sentences (p. 190), unnecessary rep-
etitions (pp. 190-191), and inadvertent articles that creep into a sentence. For
instance, on page 198 the author writes: “in disagreement with the above
description, the weekly magazine…ascribes the …cause of the riot to the
attempt …to slaughter a pig in the Muslim section of the abattoir”. On page
198, there is a slight error in dating. The third Arab-Israeli War took place in
1967. Nigeria could not have broken diplomatic relations with Israel in soli-
darity with the Arabs after the setback of the Arab armies in 1966 (p.216). At
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the end of the study, it is still not clear what the estimated percentage the Sufi
tariqa, Yan Izala and other Islamic movements could be.

The title of Kane’s seminal work: Muslim modernity in postcolonial Ni-
geria: A Study of the Society for the Removal of Innovation and Reinstate-
ment of Tradition, is quite intriguing and confusing at first sight. The author
himself notes in the introduction of the book that when he was invited to
comment on contemporary West African Islamic movements at the Africa
Studies Association meeting in 1995 in Orlando, Florida, he shocked his
audience with the argument that contemporary West African Islamic move-
ments attempted to promote modernity. How An Islamic Society for the Re-
moval of Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradition could promote moder-
nity confuses the reader. If the Society is out combat innovation and reinstate
tradition, it is definitely a conservative one and cannot be associated with
modernity.

Yet, Kane claims that his book “aims to contribute to the debate on the
formation of modernity in Muslim societies….” (p.8). In the introductory
chapter, the author brilliantly argues that colonialism set in motion various
types of modernity viz: economic modernity, social modernity, political mo-
dernity and cultural modernity. If this categorizations are frames for the
conceptualization of modernity, it would be quite difficult to package Mus-
lim modernity properly within them. Is it the discourse of Izala that gave it
the pretence of modernity? In chapter 5, the author examines the discourse
of Izala as a “group of statements aimed at emancipating Yan Izala from
traditional institutions and beliefs which curtailed their perceived autonomy”.
Is this what the author has in mind as modernity? In the next chapter, the
author notes that religious beliefs and practices in Muslim Nigeria changed
as a result of the Yan Izala’s advocacy for reform. Sufi leaders tried to re-
articulate their creed and reform some of their religious practices in order to
retain their members from falling prey to Izala propaganda. The emphasis on
chapter 5 and 6 is on reform and change, and not modernity. Reform is a
matter of degree and may not actually amount to modernity. Kane himself
states that reformism is not equal to modernity because it sometimes results
in “reactions against established dogma and practices which are seen as hav-
ing departed from orthodoxy. He agrees with Lansine Kaba that reformism
“implies a firm belief in both the validity of orthodox doctrine as a model for
the current situation and in the assumption that the problems facing Muslim
communities at present are due either to a misunderstanding of the Islamic
doctrine or to the true Koranic principles” (p.8). Thus, conformism to ortho-
doxy cannot be taken to mean modernity. Perhaps a title, like Miran’s “Le
wahhabisme à Abidjan: dynamisme urbaine d’un islam réformiste en Côte
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d’Ivoire contemporaine” (1998),  which reflects reform might be more ap-
propriate and suggestive of the content of the book.

When one reads the interview conducted by the author (pp. 67-68), one
can have an idea of Kane’s problematic of modernity. According to his inter-
viewee the unsettling effects of modernity could be blamed on the advent of
the radio and television among other things and most importantly on activi-
ties of the Izala in causing the collapse of the traditional system of justice
and promoting the new ideology of defiance etc. To the author, these devel-
opments revealed in the interview illustrated his perception of cultural change
or the new emerging society. The Izala were presented as the mediators of
social change although they were not alone in creating this situation.

The real agenda of the Izala as revealed by Kane in chapter 3,4, and 5
was not the promotion of modernity but the introduction of an alternative
Islam of the Wahabiyya creed at the expense of the Sufi Orders. Izala was
simply a manifestation of transnational Islam on the pay roll of the Saudi
authorities whose policy was to counteract the Iranian brand of Islam. In a
bid to contain Iranian shi’ism that was threatening the Gulf states, Saudi
Arabian religious bodies, particularly the Dar al-Ifta provided funds to local
religious entrepreneurs in Nigeria, particularly Shaykh Amiudeen Abubakar
and Shayk Abubakar Gumi. This quest for Saudi Islamic hegemony can be
likened to the ideological struggle of the cold war époque on another scale.
Shaykh Amiudeen Abubakar, a local client of the Saudis, openly criticized
Ayatollah Khomeiny in 1982 during Friday sermons. He went as far as openly
admitting his allegiance to the Saudis:

Those who call me a Wahhabi are right, those who say I am a supporter of
Izala are right. I have come to  understand that Iran is not a Muslim country
and that Ayatollah Khomeiny is a demagogue (p. 78).

Shayk Abubakar Gumi who was the chief anti- Sufi reformists in Nigeria
West was heavily funded by Saudi Arabia (p.78). Saudi Arabia, as we know,
is the bastion of conservatism where women’s rights are largely curtailed. It
is really hard to attribute modernity to the Saudi brand of Islam and its propa-
gators. Shaykh Gumi, as the chief proponent of Izala, refused the prospects
of Nigerian women holding executive positions in the country and prayed
never to see such a thing happen in his life time. What we should note is that
Izala appeared determined to impose a poorly digested alien culture on Ni-
geria and unsettle the Sufi orders that had developed in Nigeria over the
years because they judged Sufism as a brand of Islam that had departed from
orthodox Islam. The egalitarian doctrine of the  Izala which preached equal-
ity before God and the disrespect of  traditional Nigerian culture that revered
parents, elders, and duly constituted authority, and at the same time opposed
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the positioning of women in the public arena was clearly double standards.
According to Professor Ottite,

Nigerian cultures enforce, or at least promote the virtue of respect for par-
ents, elites, rulers and constituted authority. This trait is cultivated while
growing up in the family and community under various forms of political
organizations, and through various forms of media and exhortations and prov-
erbs (Ottite 1995: 4).

When Izala opted to go against traditional Nigerian virtues which in no way
constituted an immoral agenda, one can only wonder whether that is moder-
nity. Really modernity as a concept has been approached in a way that is
difficult to capture.

Nonetheless, Kane’s book is an indispensable  companion for scholars,
statesmen and diplomats who want to understand the dynamics and
specificities of contemporary Nigerian Islam. It is a book to be read by all.
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Contending Paradigms in Africa joins a growing list of studies that take a
comparative approach to the study of African politics. Focusing on Kenya
and Zambia, the study explores the emergence of authoritarianism (chapter
one) and the rise of new forces of democratization (chapter two). It then
explains the different outcomes of regime change in Zambia in 1991 and
continuity in Kenya in 1992 using three variables. These are the role of
civil society (chapter three), ethnicity (chapter four) and electoral system
design (chapter five). The study uses the rational choice perspective (dis-
cussed in chapters one and six), a perspective that is based on the assump-
tion that whatever rational actors do at the individual, political party, inter-
est group or government level, they always consider the net payoffs. Thus,
Nasong’o examines how the different strategies, decisions and actions of
political actors at the individual or collective level engendered this rational
focus on net payoff. In examining the prospects for democratic consolida-
tion in chapter seven, Nasong’o outlines a ‘balance sheet’ of democratiza-
tion in Africa and is upbeat about the prospects of democratic consolida-
tion concluding that ‘the views of a cross-section of respondents… largely
tally with the above “balance sheet”’ (p.184).

Chapters one and two discuss how African countries moved from a
multiparty political system at independence to a one-party system as the
new leadership consolidated their rule. Quoting the founding fathers of
Ghana, Tanzania, Kenya, Zambia etc., Nasong’o unveils the argument de-
ployed to back up the idea of the one-party system as being typically Afri-
can. In Kenya and Zambia, this system came to encapsulate the intolerance
of the founding presidents to political opposition. Once the ruling party
consolidated its power, it subsequently attempted to develop the one-party
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system as a hegemonic ideology. It tried to invest the ruling party as a moral
community against which no credible opposition could be mounted. Conse-
quently, the opposition was criminalized as opponents were detained, mur-
dered or forced into exile. While these attempts were largely successfully in
muzzling formal opposition political activity in Kenya, Nasong’o shows that
forces of democratization soon re-emerged in the framework of civil society
organizations (CSO). Initially fronted by the parliamentary backbench of the
‘seven bearded sisters’ fame in Kenya, the struggle for democratization was
later complemented by forces within the university, the churches and related
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). In Zambia, the vanguard role was
assumed by the labour-movement of which the Zambia Congress of Trade
Unions (ZCTU) took the lead under Frederick Chiluba.

Nasong’o identifies three issues in accounting for change in Zambia and
continuity in Kenya. First was the nature of politics in Kenya and Zambia
prior to the call for democratization in the 1990s. Though undemocratic,
there was higher sensitivity to inclusiveness in Zambia compared to greater
exclusivity in Kenya. This helped nurture an independent labour movement
in Zambia at the centre of civil society as opposed to Kenya where the labour
movement was co-opted into the ruling party. Second is the nature of civil
society and the ability of the opposition to maintain a united coalition and
develop home grown sources of funding. Last is the electoral system design
in its relation to fair representation. These three factors, Nasong’o shows,
explain the outcome of elections in Zambia in 1991, 1996 and 2001 and in
Kenya in 1992, 1997, and 2002.

It will be recalled that Chiluba, the MMD candidate, won the 1991 elec-
tions with a resounding 81 per cent of the votes, the 1996 elections with 72.6
per cent while his successor, Levy Mwanawasa, won in 2001 with a paltry
28.32 per cent of the votes. In Kenya, the incumbent won the 1992 elections
with 36.91 per cent, in 1997 with 41.21 per cent while in 2002, Mwai Kibaki,
the opposition candidate walloped the KANU candidate Uhuru Kenyatta with
62 per cent of the votes cast. The regime change that took place in Zambia in
1991 only came to happen in Kenya in 2002 and, in both cases, it was due to
unity in the opposition. In the meantime the MMD had morphed into a dis-
credited ruling party that made it very difficult for the opposition to operate
to the extent of disenfranchising their main opponent in the 1996 elections.
Clearly, in this context, the winners were decided on a mere plurality of
votes rather than on a majority and this problem has stalked Kenyans and
Zambians for a while now. This study clearly lays out the dangers of voting
based a on first-past-the-post system. It recommends a majoritarian approach
where the winner must have an absolute majority.
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However, in the case of both Kenya and Zambia, the opposition failed to
renegotiate the rules of political engagement before elections. In Kenya op-
portunities for such renegotiation were presented but squandered by divi-
sions within the opposition. These divisions were driven by an ‘election-
centric conception’ of transition in which the opposition wrongly assumed
that elections would inaugurate a new dispensation. In Zambia, it was possi-
ble to engineer regime change because of the role of the labour movement.
The movement had spread throughout the country, which made it easier for
the MMD to access the electorate. Its funding came from members’ contri-
butions that counterbalanced the pecuniary advantages of incumbency. Then,
there was greater local ownership of the opposition and its agenda which
easily translated into massive support for the MMD. In Kenya, in contrast,
the opposition had no sound basis of local funding. The civil society organi-
zation that supported it was fragmented, donor dependent and lacked col-
laborative synergy. Equally divided was the opposition that retreated into
ethnic based political parties. This led to the break-up of the Forum for the
Restoration of Democracy, which easily split the over 60 per cent votes that
the opposition won against Moi’s 36 per cent. The result was a defeat of the
incumbent in Zambia and regime continuity in Kenya.

In the meantime, the MMD lost much of its credibility as it reproduced
most of the undemocratic tendencies of the previous era. Its record on cor-
ruption outstripped Kaunda’s, the misery resulting from its economic poli-
cies intensified, and its failure to conduct a transparent process of constitu-
tion review were some of the factors that had reduced its appeal by the 2001
election. Chiluba’s attempt to unfairly influence the choice of his successor
also bread dissent within the MMD. Unfortunately, the opposition parties
continued to proliferate in Zambia to the extent that ten parties split the com-
bined opposition vote of 72 per cent, cast in the 2001 election thereby giving
Mwanawasa victory with a paltry 28 per cent of the vote. In Kenya, in con-
trast, the opposition parties were driven by a tired citizenry into uniting for
the 2002 elections. It is the conjuncture of events following the splits in the
KANU that saw the formation of the National Rainbow Alliance Coalition
(NARC) and the defeat of the KANU by a margin of Kibaki’s 62 per cent to
Kenyatta’s paltry 31 per cent of the votes. The decisive factor for the defeat
of the incumbent was opposition unity.

For Nasong’o, this is a problematic basis for democratization because it
relies on an unsustainable base. Democracy relied on multiparty elections
and the goodwill of the new leader as a first step to democratization. In both
cases, the incoming elite reneged on crucial pre-electoral promises. In Zam-
bia, corruption was re-invigorated, human rights were not fully guaranteed,
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political murder continued and the MMD even blocked Kaunda from vying
for elections. In Kenya, the NARC experience is too short but disastrous.
The Kibaki regime still tolerates corruption, has tried to gag the press, to use
force to intimidate freedoms of speech and assembly. More crucially, the
regime has totally reneged on the idea of a people driven constitution that
even more had adjusted to and on the need to devolve power from the presi-
dency, leading in one instance to the murder of Dr. Crispin Mbai under sus-
picious political circumstances. Thus, Nasong’o correctly argues that ‘rede-
signing the institutions of political engagement, both electoral and governance
ones, is key to advancing the cause of democracy’ (p.127). Otherwise, there
is always the danger of shifting ‘from a single party under [Kaunda’s] UNIP
to a single party state under [Chiluba’s] MMD’ (p.131).

There is no doubt that this is a cogently argued and welcome study of
democratization processes in Kenya and Zambia. Its comparative dimension
is perhaps a most significant contribution to the literature. Not only does
Nasong’o show a commanding understanding of the literature, his analysis
pays due attention to a wide variety of literature both from well established
scholars and those not so well-known in academia. However, there are five
areas of interpretative disagreement I would like to highlight in concluding
this review. Most of these comments stem from the author’s ambiguity on
issues on which he should have taken a clear and defensible position.

First, the study needed to distinguish rationality as a strategic calculation
that political actors make prior to an event from rationality as a rationaliza-
tion that political actors deploy after the event. Nasong’o focuses on the first
form of rationality, which I do not consider historically real. Not all political
actions and choices neatly fit this form of premeditated and strategic politi-
cal design. There are instances where political actors reaped benefits from
political outcomes over which they had no control and where their capri-
cious decisions had little, if any, bearing on the outcomes. My point is that
Nasong’o’s rational choice perspective has no room for contingency yet the
burgeoning literature on uncertainty, though with its own conceptual flaws,
suggests that contingent factors are not always amenable to premeditated ra-
tional calculation.

Second, though Nasong’o is sceptical of Zolberg’s party-state theory, it is
intriguing that Zolberg’s study looms large in his discussion of political
monolithism as hegemonic ideology (pp. 30-36). Just like he does with
Widner’s study, one can also easily fault Nasong’o for rejecting Zolberg’s
theory and yet still applying Zolberg’s central argument on the one-party
state system in chapter one.
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Third, the discussion of political monolithism relies to a great degree on
Julius Nyerere’s apposite argument on the virtues of a one-party state for
Tanzania. The author, however, takes this argument as representative of the
literature that led to the emergence of political authoritarianism in Africa. In
the process, he implies that Nyerere’s argument was designed to back up the
political unanimity that masqueraded as one-party systems and whose con-
sequence was political authoritarianism. He fails to explain if all the leaders
discussed eventually established authoritarian systems. Clearly Nasong’o
needed to differentiate political regimes in post-independence Africa rather
than band together credible leaders like Nyerere with many other discredited
dictatorships. This differentiation, in my view, is crucial to tracing the differ-
ent historical trajectories the regimes pursued in their search for one-party
systems. Though most ended up as one-party states, the nature of the party
system and its governance record varied extensively. The differences are due
largely to the hegemonic ideologies each regime crafted and the uses to which
individual leaders and their nationalist coalition wished to put it. Nyerere
ought to be credited for ably articulating an alternative ideology and for pro-
ceeding, with a high level of legitimacy, to institute what he saw as Tanza-
nia’s path to statehood. This is how the difference between the inclusive
postcolonial politics under Kaunda and the exclusive ones under Kenyatta
can be accurately located. In other words, the regime types were products of
history and can only be understood when historically located.

Fourth, even though Nasong’o demonstrates a commanding understand-
ing of the civil society literature, there is some ambiguity about its role in
democratization that needs more clarity than he affords. It is not at all clear
what role CSOs play in democratization and how this relates to the issue of
democratic consolidation discussed in chapter seven. His notion of ‘flip side’
does not help clarify this ambiguity. Instead, it reveals the limited historical
consciousness of Nasong’o’s approach. One would have expected him to
latch onto Mamdani’s idea of civil society as a realm of contradictory possi-
bilities and fully exploit its analytical potential. But again, the author stops
short of fully theorizing this issue. Nasong’o is content to acknowledge that
democratization is a process, but one hardly sees him develop this process
with an eye for the historical nuances. Let me illustrate this by briefly re-
reading his analysis of the labour movement in Zambia to show how the
complex interpenetration of civil and political society (two notions that he
does not fully exploit) reinforces authoritarianism rather than the push for
democratization and leaves civil society with no flip side to write home about.
Ultimately, it should be clear that Nasong’o identifies the crucial question
that carries analytical utility on page 72 but shies from giving it a candid
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follow-up. The question is:  ‘what specific interests are organizing behind
the general demand for democracy?’

Nasong’o correctly argues that the labour movement was content to oper-
ate within UNIP so as ‘to protect their corporate and class interest within the
one-party system’ (p.48). It was only after key members of this wing were
thrown out of the UNIP that they took advantage of the labour movement to
re-energize their political careers through an opposition party – Movement
for Multiparty Democracy (MMD). Their tactical retreat had nothing to do
with advancing democracy and promoting the interests of Zambians who
were suffering under a discredited regime and debilitating economic crisis.
These elite went into the MMD for their personal interests. The little crumbs
of democracy manifesting themselves in free speech, association, greater
respect for human rights, regular competitive elections (in short the items
that Nasong’o lists from page 178) are welcome but esoteric by-products of
the drive of these elite for self-gain. One can even argue that this spill over
facilitated the emergence of democratic dictators. From an elite perspective
(and Nasong’o’s respondents cited on pages 184-188 qualify as elite), these
crumbs represent good gains. But from the village perspective, where com-
petitive elections present candidates whose propensity to cheat and manipu-
late voters is well known, there is no choice worth the name. Elections rarely
provide a choice and the fact that the MMD in Zambia and the NARC in
Kenya managed to renege on most of its key pre-election promises simply
confirms this argument. In Zambia, there is no flip side to the MMD. Whether
in opposition or in argument, the MMD, to the electorate was a ‘one-armed
bandit,’ to paraphrase Walter Rodney, that did not carry the hope for radical
transformation of the state. In government, the MMD under Chiluba repro-
duced the worst authoritarian and kleptocratic tendencies of the UNIP era to
the extent that Ihonvbere concluded that “the corruption within the MMD is
adjudged to be more pervasive, more sophisticated, and more damaging than
what had obtained under Kaunda” (152). To see a flip side in this is to be
extremely optimistic to the extent of ignoring the experience of the large
majority of rural Kenyans and Zambians whose life is consumed by the dire
struggle to survive the day.

Finally, Nasong’o fails to fully discuss the economic dimension that pro-
pelled the democratization movement in Zambia by locating part of his dis-
cussion in the changing fortunes of copper on the world market. This discus-
sion would help disentangle the role of Kaunda from the external causes that
exacerbated economic crisis in Zambia. There is a lot of blame to go around
with respect to the mounting economic crisis in Zambia but much of it has to
do with the fall in prices due to the limited demands for copper on the world
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market. This point is reinforced by the fact that once Chiluba took power, he
was equally unable to reverse the economic problems in Zambia even though
he put in place an economic policy strategy that could just as well have been
authored in Washington D.C.
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