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“The Nigerian Human rights organizations have to be interested in the 
processes through which power is sought, won and exercised. This is the 
philosophical basis for the political approach to human rights work” 
(Chima Ubani, 1993) 

 
1. INTRODUCTION  
The rise of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in Nigeria can be dated back to the 
pre-colonial era. However, the CSOs dealt with in this study are the product of the 
crises of adjustment reforms and militarism of the 1980s in Nigeria. These CSOs 
emerged principally to challenge military rule and to mobilize the people in order 
to enthrone democracy. The CSOs were led essentially by urban-based 
professionals with some pedigree in popular struggles as lawyers, medical doctors, 
teachers, students and workers. 
 
The first of such CSOs, which is important to this study is the Civil Liberties 
Organisations (CLO) which emerged in 1987 and then the Committee for the 
Defence of Human rights which was formed by radical professionals and students. 
These two organisations, through their anti-military campaigns, struggles for 
respect for Human Rights and democracy provided the context for the rise and 
proliferation of a coalition that is euphemistically referred to as the pro-democracy 
group in Nigeria. This group was involved in the struggle for democracy, forming 
coalitions and alliances between 1987 and 1998 when the military formally 
handed over power to an elected civilian administration led by president Olusegun 
Obasanjo. 

 

.   

2. THE PROBLEM 

This study examines the internal dynamics of some CSOs in Nigeria and how they 

affected or reflected on the struggles they waged under the era of military rule in 

Nigeria between 1987 and 1998. No such study has previously been done. Our 

objectives are four-folds. First, to contextualise and examine the struggles of the 

leading human rights and pro-democracy groups in Nigeria. Second, is to show the 

ideological basis for their struggles and the Leftist inspiration for those struggles. 

Third, is to examine the internal contestations within the CSOs and how they were 

linked to  sectarianism within the Left movements . Fourth, is to show how the split 

within the left created a lull and further splits within the ranks of what we opt to call 

the political CSOs. This splits and factionalization coincided with the era of transition 

to civil rule. The key focus is on the Civil Liberties Organisation (CLO), Committee 

for the Defence of Human Rights (CDRH), Campaign for Democracy (CD) and the 

two key coalitions emanating from them, the Joint Action Committee of Nigeria 

(JACON) and the United Action for Democracy (UAD). With respect to the JACON 
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and UAD, we shall merely demonstrate how the internal crises of the CLO, CDHR 

and CD affected their political work. 

 

 

3. METHOD OF DATA COLLECTION 

The researchers being themselves activist in the era under study, relied on a lot of 

intuition, introspection, and personal information, based on their experience of the era. 

Second, we, for the first time, interviewed some of the key CSO activists of the era, 

one  of whom, Chima Ubani, died shortly, after without an opportunity to record or 

reflect on their struggles during that era. Third, we relied on Press releases and 

primary information from the CSOs and finally we used secondary data. 

 
4. A CRITIQUE OF THE LITERATURE 

In this section we intend to explore the ramifications of the civil society discourse. We 

shall do three things. First, we will demonstrate that the civil society debate came to 

the front burner in the context of the crisis of the state and the demobilization of social 

movements in Africa. Second, we will highlight the key issues of the debate and third 

we will examine the debate on civil society in the Nigerian context.  

 

It will become discernible that the notion of civil society is unilinear in theory as in 

practice and it is a portmanteau term that encapsulates many things and means 

different things to people. The debate on democracy in Africa-centred principally on 

the crisis of the state, the imposition of one-party system and military rule. 

Simultaneously, there was the central role accorded the state in the developmental 

process. All social groups and social forces were therefore concerned with how the 

state was constituted and whose interest it served, to that extent, groups and interests 

that emerged came to contest or struggle against the state. Most of the struggles 

waged by those social forces were more often in the mode of social movement 

struggles and they were often popular struggles; for they put on the front burner issues 

of development and social justice-not in the sense of the new found cliché of “Rights 

Based Development” (RBD). The character of the struggles of these groups was often 

mobilisational. It was easy to see why there was (then) allusion to popular struggles 

and the role of social movements (cf. Anyang' Nyong’o, 1987, Mamdani and Wamba-

dia-Wamba, 1995). 
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The foregoing studies were centred on the nature of popular movements and social 

forces to challenge the state and pose the question of political power and democracy 

(Harrison, 2002: 23-45). In addition, they came to challenge the current preoccupation 

with the debate about civil society. Why, then, did the social movement discourse 

give way to civil society debate? The reasons are three-fold. First, there was the need 

to renew the mandate of the liberal theory of modernization in Africa nay the third 

world. Second, there was the need to shift focus away from social forces such as 

workers, students, and peasants. Third, liberal theory intended to explain away the 

problem of lack of democracy in Africa from the point of view of weak civil society 

rather than of the character of the state and its social constitution. The goal then was 

to suggest that Africa was still facing the problem of culture and tradition whilst it 

ought to be modern. To accomplish this it was easy to identify liberal parameters for 

civil society and to state what could be described as civil society and non-civil 

society. It should be added that earlier notions of civil society were not/ could not 

have been of much heuristic value because those debates were situated in specific 

historical and cultural traditions. 

 

Be that as it may, we are still left with the puzzle of how to define civil society and 

indeed understand it.  Mamdani asks: 

What is civil society? Does it exist, or is it emerging? Is it confined to the ‘modern’ 
sphere, whose organization is predicated on a differentiation between the political 
and the social, and the social and economic? Or does it include the ‘traditional’ 
sphere where the organization of life processes proceeds on the basis of diffusion 
and not a differentiation, between the economic, the social and political? Is the 
problem solved by making a distinction between ‘modern civil society’ and 
‘traditional civil society’ (1995: 3). 

 

Taken in the foregoing context, the re-emergence of the civil society debate, as we 

will demonstrate presently, merely re-echoes the modernization theory-for it is 

teleological, unilinear, dualist and binary. But should this deter us from searching for 

the meaning of and understanding civil society in an African context? No, rather it 

helps us move beyond the maze of the confusing debate to examining concretely the 

phenomenon and how it affects the quest for freedom and democracy in Nigeria nay 

Africa. 
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Diamond has provided, from a liberal perspective, an inclusive notion of civil society. 

To him, civil society is: 

…the realm of organized social life that is voluntary, self-generating, (largely) 
self-support, autonomous from the state, and bound by a legal order or set of 
shared rules. It is distinct from “society” in general in that it involves citizens 
acting collectively in a public sphere to express their interests, passion, and 
ideas, exchange information, achieve natural goals, make demands on the 
state, and hold state officials accountable. Civil society is an intermediary 
entity, standing between the private sphere and the state. Thus it excludes 
individual family life, inward-looking group activity (e.g. for recreation, 
entertainment and spirituality, the profit making enterprise of human business 
firms, and political efforts to take control of the state (1996: 5). 

 

The foregoing definition is confusing as it is restrictive. Lucas’ (1994) study of 

business CSOs organizations in Nigeria, for instance, will not fall into the foregoing 

discussion. Again, many groups are not of the public sphere but of the private sphere, 

they are therefore not neutral even though they contest the state and some times 

mediate its relationship with the people. 

 

Postma in his study of NGOs in Niger and Mali contends that the quest for CSOs 

results from the need for “institutional development” and the frustration arising from 

“working with government agencies” (1994: 443). In this respect, foreign 

governments and NGOs are in partnership with local NGOs. He, however, stated that 

NGOs are seen as a new regime of governance after decades of failure of 

development initiative of government. The critical question is, can NGOs make any 

substantial input into the lives and expectations of the people? Is it not the case that 

NGOs themselves also suffer critical problems, as do many governments and their 

agencies on the continent of Africa? Simutanyi is likely not to share the foregoing 

viewpoint because for him, the era of globalisation has created a new set of NGOs 

that are more “assertive, confident and bold” all with the objective of accomplishing 

the goals of liberal democracy (2002: 4). But in spite of the newness of the mandate of 

the NGOs, it may be questioned- how independent or assertive can they be? Mwale’s 

(2002: 5) study of the Non-Governmental Coordinating Committee (NGOCC) in 

Zambia shows that they are equally, if not more, donor-dependent as/than African 

governments. Where then does this place them? The only difference may well be that 

unlike African governments they are not asked to pay or service debts, but they are 
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certainly called to account. Not many of them often pass the accountability and 

transparency test. 

 

To Stephan, what is more important in the civil society discourse is not the CSOs per 

se, but the  “political society” of the CSOs. He argues: 

By “political society” I mean that arena in which the polity specifically arranges 
itself for political contestation to gain control over public power and the state 
apparatus. At best civil society can destroy an authoritarian  regime. However, a 
full democratic transition must involve political society (1988: 4). 

 

 Stephan’s assertions is correct given the experience of some of the CSOs we studied. 

For, many of them at the outset had a political focus and target. Hence, in spite of the 

proliferation of NGOs and CSOs in Nigeria not all of them, indeed, many of them are 

not concerned about the political question or the political society as such. Woods on 

his part contends that the distinguishing characteristic of CSOs is that they belong to 

“… a social space independent of the state as well as rigidly organized guilds became 

the liberal view… it was this dimension that separated a modern society from a 

traditional one….” (1992: 80). Whether the sphere is called “social” or “private” it is 

clear that the traditional and modern dichotomy is meant to reinforce the claim that 

there is no or there is nascent civil society in the non-western world. This claim is 

highly circumscribed. 

 

Odera, (1997: 147) defines the five key characteristics of a civil society as: that 

society between government and the grassroots, a society which represents values of 

good governance, accountability and transparency, a society which has civil 

leadership, a society which influences public opinion, though it is located outside of 

both government and political parties, and a society which excludes the military. One 

point to be noted here is that even the military often float NGOs that are meant to 

serve or pursue welfare and/or non-military problems of the military. Does that imply 

that such NGOs cannot be called CSOs?  When Nigerian Army Officers Wives 

Association (NAOWA) or Police Officers Wives Association (POWA) carry out 

activities can this be called military or statist? 

 

Held (1991), studies civil society from the point of view of citizenship. For him, 

CSOs become necessary following the  need to “…formulate and give institutional 
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expression to, the demands of citizenship and democracy as closely-related issues”. 

For citizenship is about “…the protection of the citizen against the arbitrary exercise 

of state power” (1991; 22-23). In this regard, CSOs not only promote democracy but 

they are also the only group that can check the powers of the state. This claim is 

rooted to a misplaced argument that CSOs are inherently democratic and combative. 

As Beckman suggests, this is not necessarily true of many CSOs, Beckman avers: 

There is nothing inherently democratic about associations. They can be organized 
on chauvinist and racist lines, with authoritarian and anti-democratic aspirations 
and modes of operation. Powerful landed and propertied interests, for instance, 
may organize themselves with the purpose of obstructing democratization. Trade 
unions can be controlled by corrupt bosses who rule by intimidation, blocking 
attempts by the workers to organize themselves in defence of their self-perceived 
interests (1997: 25) 

 
Gupta states that civil society is meant to protect “many precious diversities” in order 

to block the state’s “grand homogenization strategy” (1997: 306). It is a common 

feature in Africa that many CSOs were silenced by the state allegedly for trying to 

undermine the “nation-building” project. They are accused of  celebrating diversities 

and difference. However, such states are put under severe attack, especially in light of 

the resurgence of identity politics on the continent of Africa. 

 

Lemarchand contends that it is fruitless to seek to define civil society because the 

realm of the state and civil society interpenetrate themselves in very complex ways 

and at different levels (1992: 178). The crucial question remains, in spite of the 

interpenetration of both spheres, is it possible to distinguish between the two spheres, 

even if analytically?  Shell insists that such an effort will amount to “utopian 

retrieval” (1995: 127). We submit that such is possible given the fact that both have a 

domain and context of interaction or interpenetration. In true and concrete life, there is 

no mutually exclusive sphere-be it political, economic and social. Each sphere 

interpenetrates the other, the crucial point is to what degree, how and what impact or 

influence does one sphere have on the other? Additionally, and this may sound 

contradictory, that one sphere interacts with or interpenetrate the other, does not 

suggest that it loses its identity. Hence the obsession with spheres and domains, of the 

anti-statist definition of civil society cannot stand any scientific test neither does it 

correctly reflect the true/real world of the CSOs. To find meaning for the CSOs we 
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need to move from the abstract to the concrete, and theorise CSOs from their 

ontological meaning and existential realities. 

 

Everett examines civil society from the Social Movement Organisations’ (SMOs) 

perspective. To him, SMOs are constantly undergoing transformation and decay and 

they operate at neighbourhood, local, state, regional and national levels. Their 

dominant feature is “protest demonstrations”. (1992: 958). One clear goal of SMOs is 

that they are concerned with issues of social justice and they also mobilize social 

forces in the process of this pursuit. This is quite unlike many NGOs that do not have 

membership base and merely rely on donors for funds and for direction or activities. 

 

Mamdani, using the case of post-independent Africa, contends that following 

decolonisation, many leaders on the African continent stripped the social movements 

naked and denied them agency and  a right to popular struggles. Hence independence 

meant the domination or subordination of social movements and transition into CSOs 

discourse. CSOs themselves were defined only from a statist perspective and seen as 

fused to the state. Nationalism was defined by such leaders, camera obscura: 

 

The formulation of nationalism as a state ideology in the 1950s and 1960s required 
a dual shift: on one hand, a delegitimisation of all democratic struggles as partial, 
‘sectarian’ or ‘tribal’, while upholding the state as the only legitimate expression of 
the interest of the whole (the country, the nation, the people); on the other, the 
displacement of all internal, popularly-derived efforts towards a way forward by 
the externally-imposed, state-centred, technocratic search for solution (1990: 49). 

 
To Barkan, due to lack of decentralisation it has become very difficult for CSOs to 

play any meaningful role in associational life, governance and democracy. Hence for 

him, “since civil society will not develop evenly on its own, mechanisms must be 

found to regulate and encourage its advance” (1992: 7). The question here becomes 

who regulates or encourages their advance-state or civil society? If the state regulates 

them, it is seen as unnecessary interference. 

 

Mouzelis states that civil society: 

…refers to all social groups and institutions which, in conditions of modernity, lie 
between primordial kinship groups or institutions on the one hand, and state groups 
and institutions on the other. By ‘conditions of modernity’ I mean social settings 
where not only are the public and private spheres clearly differentiated, but there is 
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also a large scale mobilization of the population and its autonomous or 
heterogeneous inclusion into the national, economic, political and cultural arenas 
(n.d: 3).  

 

When taken in this context, Mamdani is correct to assert that notions of civil society 

are driven by modernization theory hence they caricature and mythologise the other 

world outside the western world. For him, civil society and the movements it produces 

cannot be idealized because they need to be studied concretely and in relation to the 

contradictions they generate (1995: 604; and cf. Beckman, 1993, 2001). 

 

James and Caliguire studied the NGOs in South Africa. They discovered  that since 

independence in April 1994, donor funding to NGOs has dwindled alarming. This has 

not only affected the activities of such NGOs but it has given rise to a ‘corporatist’ 

relationship between NGOs and the state (1996). In Nigeria, however, donors have 

also focused government since the transition to civil rule in 1999, to the neglect of 

CSOs. This has made many CSOs to re-design their agendas along donors’ demands. 

However, not too many of such CSOs have capitulated and wholesomely embraced 

government. As  Woolcock notes, “Nigeria undoubtedly possesses one of the most 

vibrant press and resilient civil societies on the continent, although it was almost 

pushed to the point of decimation by consecutive military regimes” (2001: 17). 

 

For Lewis, the emergence of civil society in Africa  is still nascent, however it is the 

main agency for ensuring public accountability and democracy in the face of ‘weak’ 

or collapsed’ states in Africa (1992:32). The definition or characterisation of weak 

and strong state is highly pejorative. However, Mzizi demonstrates with empirical 

evidence from Swaziland that in the absence of political parties, CSOs have come to 

play a vibrant role in the polity (2002:4).   

 

Ekeh contests the view that the state in Africa is weak. For him, “ states continue to 

occupy a conspicuous place in African public Affairs, not seriously challenged by 

other organizations in African nations” (1992: 193). This implies that the regime of 

governance which CSOs occupy is still very small, not even the concept of “rolling 

back of the state” has contrived that political space. Molutsi agrees with this view 

stating that the effect of the state whether positive or negative is felt in everyday life 
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(1999: 187). Ekeh develops a typology of CSOs in Africa defined in the context of  

civil public and primordial public. For him, workers,  religious  and student 

organizations fall within the rubric of what he calls “civil public associations”. He 

contends that the state wants to have an exclusive control over the ‘public sphere’ but 

groups such as student organisations have contested the terrain with the state in order 

to break its monopoly (1992: 203). In this regard, Ekeh’s thesis challenges the view 

that civil society belongs or operates in a realm independent of the state or an 

auxiliary spheres between/intercepted by the state and civil society. In other words 

both the state and civil society are in the public spheres, all they do is to contest the 

control of one actor or the other. In this regard, the state is also an actor.  

 

With respect to religious NGOs or CSOs, Salih argues that  Muslim NGOs  emerged 

in the same context as secular NGOs namely the crises of economic governance and 

livelihood opportunities. And their proliferation is directed at  searching for 

alternative approaches to development in light of the crisis of the state  in Africa. He 

draws attention to the fact that many Muslim NGOs in Africa are funded by Trans 

National Corporations and Muslim and non-Muslim countries (2000: 8-9). 

 

 Monga defines civil society in Sub Saharan Africa to include: 

… the churches and religious movements which up till now have contributed in 
their own way to the birth of democratic power in their countries. It includes all 
organizations and individuals whose actions have help to amplify the affinity of 
social identity and the rights of citizenship…. In a nutshell, civil society in Africa 
is formed by all those who are able to manage and steer communal anger (1005: 
364). 

 

The foregoing view is hard to accept because it is not always that civil society contest 

issues on the basis of anger.  Strategic interest and political expediency often 

determine their behaviour much more than anger. 

 

Beckman, unlike Ekeh, quarrels with the attempt to dichotomise between two realms, 

a public and a private realm. For him, the theories and conceptualisations of civil 

society have been very weak and ideological loaded. He maintains that the separation 

between the state and society could be misleading (2001: 49). He further contends: 
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The  ‘liberation of civil society’ from the suffocating grip of the state has 
become part of the hegemonic ideological project of our time. The emergence 
of the new hegemony is dramatised by the collapse of the socialist-oriented 
states in Eastern Europe, the weak performance of statist and nationalist 
strategies in most (but not all) third world, and the crisis of state welfarism in 
the West…. (2001: 51). 
 

In her study of Botswana, Somolekae identified three features of CSOs  viz, that they 

are voluntary self-help organisations seeking to improve welfare of members, they 

engage in political activities, and  they arise spontaneously in response to a specific 

issue. She contends that “… civil society in Botswana  was weak in relation to the 

state and that civil society in general was primarily concerned with promoting interest 

of their members and not so much with their relationship with the state” (2002;198). 

Could this account for why Botswana is often adjudged a successful story in the 

democracy project? For, the absence of a vibrant civil society implies that the ills and 

wrongs of the state cannot be exposed easily 

 

Piertrzyk examines civil society in Eastern Europe and concludes that civil society is 

new in East and Central Europe although it has now become a cardinal  project. To 

him, “what makes civil society ‘civil’ is the fact that it is a sphere within which 

citizens may freely organize themselves into groups and associations at various levels 

in order to make the formal bodies of state authority political resonance with their 

perceived interests” (2003: 38-39). He equally subscribes to the view that civil society 

is apart from the state and private sphere. 

 

Owusu contends that no  democracy can strive without the traditional rulers and 

indeed that the cultural and familial context is important to the development of 

democracy; that chieftaincy institution stabilises the society (1997: 144). 

 

Let us turn attention specifically to the  discourse of civil society  in Nigeria. There 

has been an efflorescence of studies in this regard. Abdullah discusses the gender 

dimension of the civil society struggles in the context of transition in Nigeria, she 

points to the statist and anti-statist dimensions of those struggles (1993). To Pereira, 

the conditions that govern how women are able to organise, are embedded in gender 

relations and gender ideologies (2002: 161). She examines contradictory tendencies in 

women organisations in the pursuit of their objectives. Beckman and Jega (1995) 
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show how the Academic Staff Union of Nigeria (ASUU), in alliance with students 

have expanded the democratic space in contestation against the military. In response, 

Barchiesi counters their position using  the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC) to 

illustrate his point; he claims that Beckman and Jega over-romanticise the struggles of 

social movements (1996). Aremu specifically examines the role of the Nigeria Labour 

Congress in the struggles for democracy in Nigeria. His view is that the NLC has 

pursued the goals of democracy and justice in their struggles and these are reflected in 

survival rights, membership rights, protection rights and empowerment rights. (1997: 

174-175).  

 

Shettima (1993) studies the role of the National Association of Nigerian Students 

(NANS) in the context of the transition to civil rule. He argues that Nigerian students 

have been consistent and ideological rooted in their struggles, and that those struggles 

go beyond campus reforms to challenge the way the state is organised. While Momoh 

(2003) argues that CSOs can either be studied in the context of their objectives or 

contexts, pro- or anti-statist, ethicist or radical. He argues that what a CSO does 

depends on what it considers a priority to it In this regard a primary interest for one 

group could be come a secondary interest for another, class interest can give way to 

ethnic interest. This is because CSOs are also highly fluid and structurally 

differentiated. 

 

Olukoshi  examines the role of various civil society organisations in pursuing the 

democratic project. He distinguishes between democratic and anti-democratic civil 

associations-those sponsored by the people in society and those sponsored by the 

state. In a word, Olukoshi’s contention is that civil society could play both reactionary 

and progressive role in expanding the democratic space depending on their social 

origins and objectives (1997: 380). Ibrahim similarly studies the role of progressive 

civil society such as Trade unions, the Nigeria Bar Association (NBA) and  concludes  

that, “there is a democratic drive embedded in civil society” (1992: 111).  

 

Ihonvbere and Vaughan sought to examine the factors responsible for the rise of civil 

society organisations that are euphemistically called “pro-democracy” groups or 

CSOs. They found the answer in the authoritarian and militarist character of the 

Nigerian state. While they agreed that some of the leaders of the CSOs were 
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“opportunists’ they however contend that the “new local organizations were devoted 

specifically to promoting democracy….” (1995: 83).  

 

It is in this respect that Abutudu is correct when he avers that:  

 

…by looking at civil society as an arena where various groups exist, and 
engage in various forms of struggles-class struggles as well as struggles 
founded on issues of ethnicity, religion, gender, etc.-it becomes possible to see 
how the state can build up its hegemonic position by mobilizing to its own 
advantage, those forms that may prove amenable to its project at any point in 
time (1995: 6). 
 

In the foregoing context, the political space becomes an arena of contestation for 

hegemony and domination between the state and civil society. As Abutudu further 

notes, “In Africa, the authoritarian character of the post-colonial state is underline by 

its domination of the civil society” (ibid: 7). What the civil society seek to do is not to 

have “monopoly” or control over the public sphere or political space but to make it 

democratic accessible to all. 

 

Enemuo and Momoh have in the same line and spirit as Ibrahim examined the 

dynamics of the civil society organisations in Nigeria, which they aptly called 

“political reforms movement” and their role in the struggle for democracy (1997: 99) 

Many of the  “pro-democracy” CSOs are Human Rights based and they are located in 

south Western Nigeria. Other forms of groups that have arisen are those struggling for 

self-determination. Studies by Osaghae (1995) and Ikelegbe (2001a, and 2001b) focus 

these latter struggles. Here, in particular, both Osaghae and Ikelegbe documented the 

struggles of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP), both 

violent and non-violent. But they were unable to tie the struggles of MOSOP to other 

wider struggles in the civil society. For instance, neither of the scholars mentioned 

that Ken Saro-Wiwa, the leader of MOSOP, was equally the Vice President of the 

Campaign for Democracy (CD), the largest umbrella organization in Nigeria waging 

the campaign for democracy under military rule and militarism. Nor did they show in 

what specific ways the CD appreciated the struggles of MOSOP. Hence denying the 

“interpenetrating’ principle in the study of CSOs. 

 



 16

Barkan, Mcnualty and Ayeni examined “hometown associations” in Nigeria. They 

contend that the objective of such associations is to provide the economic means and 

infrastructure to the people where “ …the state is unwilling or unable to deliver, 

especially to small towns and rural areas”  (1991: 455). This position tallies with that 

of Enemuo who contends that:  

… civil society cannot supplant the state but can only supplement its efforts in 
a developmental synergy which requires the restructuring of the state and its 
relations with civil society (1995: 4).  
 

The flip side of this claim over civil society’s engagement with the state is indeed the 

concept of “exiting” from the state. Mufwang contends that the various vigilante 

groups that have emerged from Nigeria have done so as a result of “state failure”. In 

particular he argues that the emergence of the Bakassi boys and the Oo’dua Peoples 

Congress (OPC), was a result of the increasing insecurity posed to life and property in 

the Nigerian state (2001: 3).  

 

Agozino and Idem examine the entire gamut of the militarisation of the Nigerian civil 

society. They identified six (6) institutions that have been militarized. They are: the 

family, educational system, community relations, religion, the judiciary, and the 

economy. They contend that the more the various agencies involve seek 

democratisation the more repression is unleashed by various military juntas who had 

ruled Nigeria (2001:  21-48). 

 

On his part Hashim (2000) takes a deep historical introspection and contends that 

there are two types of CSOs in Nigeria, the modern and the traditional. He contends 

that from the 1980s upward there has been a proliferation of women NGOs. He asserts 

that traditional CSOs derived their support from the community and particularistic 

interests, while the modern CSOs derive their support by embarking on shared  and 

universalistic interests. Pushed to its logical conclusion this sounds like a refurbished 

version of modernization theory with its emphasis on dualism 

 

Judith-walker sought to explain the north-south dichotomy in the understanding and 

nature of CSOs and  civil society struggles in Nigeria. She contends that while in the 
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southwest, there is a proliferation of Human rights NGOs, however in the north that is 

not the case. Hear her: 

The pattern of civil society organization in the North of Nigeria deviates from the 
pattern in the Southwest, south-south, middle belt and the southeast. In these areas, 
civil society organizations are numerous, more involved in advocacy over 
democracy and governance issues, closely approximate formal structures, have 
closer links with then international donor community, and are staffed by highly 
educated third-sector labor force. In the North, however, civil society organizations 
are fewer, more likely to be based on traditional structures and associational 
patterns, are more community based, and less formally organized (1999: 55). 

The north-south divide in the conception and notion of civil society struggles 

intercepted with Left politics, defined in North-south geo-political divide, in 

understanding the activities of pro-democracy and human rights CSOs in Nigeria.  

However, once the CSOs slipped into the north-south dichotomy in shaping their 

politics, they also began to undermine its own collective struggles. We shall 

graphically illustrate this presently. 

What comes out of this critique, is that there are different, if not contradictory 

perspectives, to the study and understanding of CSOs in general and civil society 

struggles in Nigeria. However, our study will be rooted to the groups called “the 

Human rights and pro-democracy movement” particularly their role in the expansion 

of the democratic space and their inherently democratic character or lack of it and 

their internal dynamics in the understanding of their politics, activities and democratic 

thrust. 

In sum, there is no one single definition of CSOs, what they are, how they are shaped 

and what they do is determined by specific historical circumstances, ideological world 

view, social composition and objectives or goals they hope to achieve. 

 

 4. HISTORICISING THE CRISES OF THE PRO-DEMOCRACY GROUPS 

In this section, we do not intend to trace the history of the pro-democracy movement 

as such, rather we hope to show how the movement gathered impressive momentum, 

suddenly slipping into crises and decline. The starting point was September 1990 

when the National Consultative Forum (NCF), tried to organize a national conference 

at the National Theatre. The conference was aborted ostensibly because of the high 

calibre of people that showed up, or indicated interest to participate at the conference. 

Prominent organizers of the conference were detained by the Ibrahim Babangida 

junta. This however did not put an end to the idea of a conference. The simple reason 
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being that, the organizers of the aborted conference believed that for Nigeria to move 

forward, there was a need to collectively discuss and reflect on the key problems 

confronting the nation, and on the basis upon which to fashion out a  way forward for 

the country. 

 

The NCF naturally with the abortion of the conference. As a result, the Committee for 

the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR), which had started as a “Free Beko 

Campaign”, in 1984, provided the platform for anti-military campaign and for the 

formation of the Campaign for Democracy. Initially, while the CDHR was quartered 

in the home of Dr. Beko Ransome Kuti, with core cadres from the students movement 

such as Salihu Lukman and Omano Emma Edigheji working for it, all of them past 

student union activists.  

 

The CDHR was very radical in its approach to reporting Human Rights abuses under 

Ibrahim Babangida. Beyond reporting, it took a more proactive role, believing that 

activism was one of the possible solutions to human rights abuses.  Hence, it began to 

simultaneously promote the virtues of a Sovereign National Conference (SNC), once 

the CD was formed. The idea of a SNC was indeed led by the Babangida 

administration, which prompted a retired technocrat, Phillip Asiodu, to call for such a 

conference. As a result, Alao-Aka Bashorun who was a key leader of the NCF and 

who emerged as the first Chairman of the CD supported the call. Series of meetings 

were held by both the Asiodu and Aka-Bashorun groups to try and harmonise 

positions and actualize the conference. It was at that point that the Major  Gideon 

Orkar coup took place in April 1990, and some states in the federation were excised 

from the nation, and the issue of “Hausa-Fulani” domination and the national question 

became a burning issue. Even at that point, the Asiodu group developed cold feet, 

hence they withdrew from the joint effort at organizing the conference; and the issue 

of SNC was left to the CD. To be sure, through the NCF, the concept developed or 

gradually transformed from “national forum”, to “national conference” and finally to 

“Sovereign National Conference”.  

 

 General Babangida became the first major critique of the conference as being 

ethnically-driven or with hidden agenda, partly as a reaction to the Orkar coup and 

pronouncements Orkar made in the process about other parts of Nigeria. This played 



 19

into the hands of Babangida and seemingly won him sympathy from certain parts of 

the country.  As Mustapha states: 

 
Babangida, found it necessary to devote many minutes of his broadcast time to try to discredit 
it. He argued that those calling for the SNC were merely aping what was going on in 
Francophone Africa, that the SNC wanted to discuss the ‘national question’ with a view to 
breaking up the country, and that all issues to be discussed by such a conference had been 
settled by the amalgamation of Nigeria in 1914 and again in 1966 when the country rejected 
unitarist constitution (Ibid: 160). 

 
What is of significance to note here is that, the military fired the first salvo in 

discrediting the SNC. Some northerners who condemned it, did so, because of the 

claim of the Orkar coupists, who sought to excise some states from the federation. 

Another set criticized it due to their pro-military belief that political transitions should 

be set, supervised and determined by the military. Yet others, rejected it because they 

believed that it was going to undermine both the politicians and the military, giving 

too much latitude to civil society groups that ordinarily had no business with politics. 

One clear point we are making here is that the condemnation of the concept of SNC 

did not start with the annulment of the June 12 election; although the annulment of the 

election further moved the military to ferociously discredit the SNC as much as it 

simultaneously became a popular slogan in the struggles of the pro-democracy 

groups. By that time, even those who initially accepted the concept of a SNC were 

forced to reject it or merely accepted it with some reservations. Furthermore and more 

importantly, even those core advocates of the SNC in the northern parts of Nigeria 

began to moderate their position and ultimately abandoned (not necessarily rejecting) 

the concept of the SNC. In due course, the concept was stripped of its democratic and 

empowering role for the toiling people and it began to take on a more ethnic 

dimension of “self-determination” and “nationalities” politics or representation.  

 

The shift from representation based on popular forces and groups to that of ethnic 

claim or self-determination, played a double role of giving the military and state 

apologists the cover and basis for discrediting the  SNC. They argued that the SNC 

was  an attempt to divide Nigeria, it further weakened the progressive and Left forces 

within the CD and CSOs. Some Marxists gave ethnic interpretation to the  SNC. 

Indeed, for some of them, particularly some of those from the south, the SNC was  the 

most progressive way to pursue the issue of empowerment and justice in Nigeria. This 
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has resulted in the phenomenon of ethnic Marxists and ethnic populists. Argues 

Momoh, 

 
… some of the ethnic ideologues of today were yesterday’s Marxists. They have not renounced 

their Marxism, they claim they are deepening Marxist praxis with their invention; however 

their core class is not the workers or proletarian ideology, but ethnic group…. 

Ethnic Marxism is the inspiring ideology of many of the militia groups and ethnic associations 

in Nigeria today. Many of their leaders are youth, ex-student activists and pro-democracy, 

particularly CD cadres. For them, the national project can only be accomplished of the ethnic 

project is first addressed (Momoh, 2004: 133). 

 

There are three factors that are important in the understanding of the crisis in the pro-

democracy groups. The first has to do with the issue of internal democracy, the 

second has to do with  financial accountability by CSOs and finally there is the issue 

of ethnicisation of the struggles of CSOs. Tied to the last point is the issue of ideology 

or what vision or objective CSOs should pursue? And some of the  dramatis personae 

in the CD saga and the pro-democracy movements tended to share in the ethnicisation 

of the June 12 struggle and redefinition of SNC as a nationalities’ or self-

determination movement.   

 

5. INTERNAL DEMOCRACY, ACCOUNTABILITY AND 
IDEOLOGICAL DIVISIONS. 

 

These three subjects are important to understanding how internal dynamics/politics 

within the Nigerian human rights organizations and pro-democracy groups ultimately 

enhanced or hampered their capacity to promote human rights and the struggle for 

democracy in Nigeria. As this section will show, the internal characteristics of these 

groups, often overlooked in the study of  CSOs in Nigeria, are important factors that 

require closer scrutiny in understanding their role in the political society. In doing 

this, we will focus on the CD and the two prominent human rights in the country, the 

CLO and the CDHR1. This will set the stage for the subsequent comparison between 

                                                 
1 Though we focus on the CLO and CDHR, the problem of internal democracy is more wide spread 
than that. Although it is said to have been taken very seriously by the DA, however, because it has no 
economistic returns to offer, many people shifted interest to the Community Action for Popular 
Participation (CAPP), an organisation that also later became bedeviled by internal crisis. In the minutes 
of CAPP 2nd Biennial Congress held in March 2001, it was observed that some members, “assume that 
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these first generation human rights groups and the “new generation” CSOs. This focus 

is also important because as Odinkalu (2004) correctly argues, “we (that is the human 

rights groups) cannot choose to hold government accountable to standards of 

accountability and decent conduct that we conveniently wish to exclude ourselves”. 

Accountability here entails what Avina (1993) refers to as “functional accountability 

(accounting for resources, resource use and immediate impacts) and strategic 

accountability (accounting for the impacts that an NGO’s action have on the actions 

of other organisations and wider environment)” (cited in Edwards and Hulme, 1995: 

9).  Within the latter we can situate accountability of leaderships to membership of 

their organisations.  

 

In general, the human rights community and pro-democracy groups have also 

exhibited a high degree of authoritarianism within their ranks. As one human rights 

activist notes, “The movement is full of several leaders who share similar dictatorial 

traits with military dictators and their civilian counterparts” (Musa, 1996: 50).  In part, 

this has resulted in  divisions within the human rights groups, which in turn 

contributed to the weakness in struggle for the enthronement of genuine democracy in 

Nigeria. 

 

It needs to be pointed out that the perception of corruption in the human rights and 

pro-democracy groups was fostered by the military regime in an attempt to discredit 

the human rights groups in the eyes of the Nigerian people. In fact the agenda of the 

military government was to project the human rights groups as organizations 

sponsored by foreign donors to destabilize the country.  It was little surprise that most 

human rights activists detained by the State Security Service (SSS) were asked 

questions relating to their sources of finance.   

 

It is important to note that until the early 1990s, there was no internal consensus in the 

CLO about what should come first, whether the struggle for democracy or for human 

rights or whether both goals  could be  simultaneously pursued. This division was not 

just informed by  different ideological perspectives, but in addition a social division in 

                                                                                                                                            
money flies in CAPP, like the Bureau de Change” (CAPP, 2001: 3), which in turn led to tension 
between the staff and membership of the organisation.  
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which there was a contradiction between the interest of the top echelon of the 

leadership, and those of the staff (especially in the CLO, for example), and those of 

the toiling people who were mobilised as the social forces in the  struggle against 

military rule. Furthermore, the division within the human rights groups arose around 

the issue of political struggle – human rights as a means to broadening political 

struggles versus narrow NGOism, careerism and professional pursuit (e.g. amongst 

staff who were professional lawyers); broad membership base versus being confined 

to professionalism and elitism; dollarisation, that is grants-driven versus programme-

based; reformism versus radical activism; mass media campaign and filing court cases 

versus mass mobilization and street struggles. We will discuss how these dynamics 

uncomfortably co-existed within the CD, the CLO and CDHR.    

 

5.1. The case of the CD 

 

The starting point to understand the open crises that led to the split of the CD is the 

General Sanni Abacha coup. It is also important to understand the struggles of the 

CSOs under Sanni Abacha era as the outcome of the February Congress meeting of 

the CD in Ibadan. That meeting had a dual significance, first it signified the sectarian 

disagreement amongst the core Left groups in the CD; and the break between a core 

Left group and the moderates. That divide also marked the beginning of the 

ethnicisation of the June 12 struggles. A preponderant number of those who left the 

CD came from the North. Indeed, many of those who remained in the CD claimed that 

they left because Abiola was a southerner and that the June 12 election was annulled 

because Abiola was a Yoruba man. Those who formed the Odua’a Peoples Congress 

(OPC) also claimed to have been disenchanted with the “slow pace” of events and 

response to the June 12 question by the CD. Both the Ganiyu Adams and Frederick 

Faseun factions of the OPC share this viewpoint. The second significance of the 

Congress meeting in Ibadan, is that it was after that CD congress that Abacha turned 

into a dictator full blown. 

 

In the period leading to the November 1993 coup, General Sanni Abacha had met 

with some leading activists of the human rights groups and pro-democracy movement 

through Oladipo Diya, his Second in Command. Several meetings were held with Olu 

Onagoruwa  Secretary of the Movement for National Reformation (MNR), who later 
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became Attorney General and Minister for Justice under Abacha. Similar meetings 

were held with core activists of the CD namely, Beko Ransome-Kuti, Olisa 

Agbakoba, Femi Falana, Frederick Faseun and for some strange reasons, Gani 

Fawehinmi who was then not in the mainstream  of CD activities as the others. The 

roll call of the invitees by some coincidence was ethnic in appearance, even though in 

substance and world view many of those activists at that time were not  known or 

identifiable with Yoruba ethnic politics. What is of significance is not the ethnic 

origin of these activists as such, but the fact that first, they went to meet Diya in 

secrecy and agreed that a “blueprint" will be drawn, and a national broadcast made by 

Sanni Abacha at which he will hand over power to Abiola who will then form a 

Government of National Unity (GNU) at which all popular forces and interest groups 

including trade unions and politicians and/or political parties will participate. The 

point being made is that CD members, including its Secretary General, Chima Ubani, 

only stumbled on the information after the meeting held. They were neither informed 

nor invited in spite of their posts and strategic role in the CD. And the CD top echelon 

was secretively and selectively invited to meet with the military junta over the fate of 

June 12 struggle. Mustapha avers that, 

 
… the north/south divide in pro-democracy struggles fits into an established pattern of ethno 

regional divides, which makes the pro-democracy message suspect to some people in the 

north, and provide ready ammunition for reactionary, militarist forces in the north to castigate 

the pro-democracy movement as a southern agenda supported by western countries, who by 

implication, hate Nigeria and hate Islam. This makes it difficult for the many sympathizers of 

the pro-democracy message in the north to fully articulate their position. 

The second problem with the human rights groups is that of factionalism. This is traceable to a 

number of factors. A primary cause is the absence of internal democracy in some human rights 

organisations. Leaders often behave like ‘Chiefs’ whose motives and logic are so evidently 

obvious that there is no need to go through the rigours of following laid down procedure. 

Another cause is the struggle for financial spoils, particularly when foreign funding is 

involved. Some of the factionalism is, however, due to objective reasons, such as differences 

in perception, and difficulties in communication (Mustapha, 2001: 168). 

 

The meeting of the pro-democracy chieftains with Diya was said to consummate an 

agenda for a Government of National Unity (GNU) in which an all embracing and 

national government involving all stakeholders will be formed. The anti-GNU group 

claimed that there was an opportunistic interest to serve  by those to be appointed into 
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the Government of National Unity especially by some  of those who supported the 

Diya-pro democracy meeting. Later events were to vindicate the group who protested 

the meetings and objected to the Diya-pro-democracy elite meeting. 

Argue Ihonvbere and Shaw, 

 
Some leading pro-democracy activists and members of Chief Abiola political machine joined 

Abacha to dismantle democratic processes and institutions, and to fully remilitarize the 

political terrain…. 

This development shocked the Nigerian public and eroded the credibility of the CD, and pro-

democracy community (1998:201-202). 

 

One negative consequence of this development was that it resulted in the 

demobilization of the Nigerian people. In fact, some of the CD leaders who met with 

Abacha publicly decried attempts at mass protest against the Abacha led coup. 

Instead, according to SCON, “they said let’s wait and see and offered to help Abacha 

organize a constitutional conference” (SCON, n.d: 11).  Some interviewees have 

labeled these leaders as military apologists. As they later realized, Abacha was not to 

be trusted as he rejected all the proposals from this section of the CD elite and even 

sacked some of those members of his cabinet associated with the pro-democracy 

movement.  

 

That  era also  saw the rise of National Democratic Coalition (NADECO), a group of 

core politicians who also by some coincidence were preponderantly from the south 

west, many of them were in the SDP, supported the faction that agreed to align itself 

with the June 12, struggle and many of them were either incarcerated or were forced 

into exile abroad. NADECO abroad, due to the repressive character of the military 

administration, had an upper hand in the political campaign to the international 

community. Many of the NADECO  members at home found it difficult to openly 

side with the CD, hence while the “NADECO-abroad” was quite active, along with 

Wole Soyinka’s  National Liberation Council of Nigeria (NALICON), and later 

United Front for Democracy in Nigeria (UFDN), “NADECO at home” became 

increasingly weakened and incapacitated due to the unceasing military offensive 

against it. 
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In addition to the above, the lack of vision and readiness to contest for political power, 

constrained the ability of the pro-democracy movement in general and the CD in 

particular to positioned themselves as alternative political force to the hegemonic 

political establishment headed by the military and militicians. The CD had a limited 

vision, it confined itself to being a pressure group. It never outgrew this role, in spite 

of its vibrancy and activism The observation in the DA manifesto is an apt illustration 

of this fact. It notes:  

 
…although the alternative political voice in Nigeria presently organized as human rights or 

pro-democracy groups have contributed immensely to the political education of our people 

and the emergence of an organized opposition to the military dictatorship and authoritarian 

civilian governments, they have not been able, due to their necessarily limited mandate and 

methods, to provide an adequate national democratic platform to lead the Nigerian people in 

the battle to liberate themselves from the scourge of poverty and underdevelopment caused by 

this irresponsible and anti-people ruling class (DA, n.d: 3). 

 

Indeed, in the view of Chima Ubani, this was the primary reason for the crisis and 

subsequent split of CD in 1993 (authors interview, 2004). In his view, the CD had run 

its course following the mass protests and the logjam in the national political system 

that resulted in General Babangida forced resignation. The CD had not positioned 

itself as an alternative political force that could assume political power. As its name 

implies, it was only interested in campaigning for democracy – a lobbying 

organisation providing a push-factor for democracy. This limited mandate continued 

to bedevil the human rights groups or pro-democracy movement. Hence, as will be 

shown later, at the advent of civilian rule in 1999, the radical pro-democracy 

movement was marginalized in the political process. Indeed, it became a bystander as 

ex-military officials and discredited politicians from the first and second republics 

became the dominant political force in the country. Similarly,  Okoye laments, “we 

did not have any agenda for power – so when power came within our reach we ceded 

it to the same very old politicians” ( interview, 2004). 

 

In addition, ideological divisions within the CD also contributed to its split. The 

Socialist Congress of Nigeria (SCON) in a document entitled, “The Proletariat and the 

June 12 Question” succinctly captured how this ideological divisions led to the split of 
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the CD and the subsequent impotence of the pro-democracy movement continuing 

until the beginning of the 21st century.  It notes: 

 
What interest therefore had the proletariat, the pro-democracy movement, in fighting to 

entrench in power of (sic) the big bourgeoisie which did not want to associate and pull any 

TRUCK?? with them. No interest. Absolutely no interest. But some leaders of the pro-

democracy movement obstinately continued to tell the masses that June 12 was a stepping 

stone to people’s democracy when it was the anti-democratic big bourgeoisie that was 

expected to do the stepping to power to entrench the democracy of the big bourgeoisie (Ibid: 

8).  

 

In short, to a section of the CD membership and leadership, the June 12 election was a 

bourgeois project that will not be beneficial to majority of the Nigerian people. This 

again brings to the fore the critical theoretical question viz, should the Left struggle 

for a liberal democratic project? Another way to pose the question is what did the Left 

lose/gain in struggling for  June12? It also needs to be observed that to a degree the 

split of the CD was part of the ideological divisions within Left formations, especially 

between Trotskyites groups and the Marxists- Leninist Group, the Socialist Congress 

of Nigeria (SCON). The schism between these groups and contestation for the control 

of the CD were part of the reasons that led to the split in 1994. At this time, SCON 

was the most formidable, largest, and wide spread Left organization in Nigeria. It had 

cadres in the Trade union movement, student movement, academy and Human rights 

groups. In a sense, this posed a threat to many other Left groups. Its members, 

working through a number of front organizations – trade unions, students’ movement, 

human rights and pro-democracy groups - were in the forefront in the struggle against 

the political establishment in Nigeria in the 1980s and 1990s. The subsequent crisis 

that engulfed the CD and the resultant split was in part a struggle for leadership or 

control (read hegemony) between SCON and other Left formations (especially those 

dubbed the Trotskyites) in the country. This crisis later led to disagreement amongst 

cadres of SCON and various factions emerged within it as well as resulting split 

within it. This split was a product of the different/varying responses to the activities of 

the leadership of the CD and struggles led by CD, especially the response to the June 

12 question. The split began with the expulsion of the Ife-based comrades – a number 

of comrades were subsequently expelled, all over the country. Some SCON members 
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who felt uncomfortable with the factionalisation of  the organisation decided to 

become inactive or took a back stage in it. It should be noted that the sectarianism 

between Left groups, the split and disagreement within SCON were very important to 

the understanding of the crisis in CD. 

 

Opportunism and ethnicisation of the June 12 struggle, were two other reasons that  

contributed to the split of the CD and the subsequent demobilization of the Nigerian 

people. The argument of a section of the leadership of the CD was that General 

Abacha was a “progressive” element that needed to  be given support by the human 

rights groups and the pro-democracy movement, because, in their expectation, Abacha 

will subsequently handover power to Abiola,  the winner of the June 12 presidential 

election. Furthermore, according to Okoye, “Some comrades from the west started 

presenting the comrades from the north as part of the ruling class” who did not want a 

Yoruba to become the president. They were accused of being lazy and unable to 

mobilize their people to join the June 12 protests. However, such criticisms failed to 

understand the specific factors that made it difficult for mass protests in the north. 

Also, such criticisms failed to recognize that most of the activists that led the protests 

in the west were not Yoruba, but Nigerians who were committed to the struggle for 

democracy and residing in Lagos and south west axis.  The Yorubanisation of the 

June 12 struggle produced the unintended consequence – it  made it difficult to 

mobilize in other parts of the country and alienated non-Yoruba activists equally 

involved in the June 12 struggle. This in no little way contributed to the split of the 

CD.  Okoye further elaborates on the circumstances that led to the split of the CD 

thus: 

 
The problem with CD was ideological - ideological in the sense that there were certain 

elements within it who could not rise above their ethnic affiliations.  They just know their 

ethnic affiliations and for them it is either they are in control or they destroy the CD.  Some of 

our brothers and sisters from the west, said that the CD was their own and they must be in 

control.  And when they saw that they were losing control they moved to destroy the 

organisation and this was what led to the break up of the CD, which for me was just a tragedy.  

Some of us who were from the north and east now said oh! What is our future within CD - we 

thought we were building an organisation that will struggle for power, that will challenge the 

military, we are building an organisation where everybody agrees on certain basic principles.  

But if those basic principles have to be subsumed within an ethnic agenda, we were not going 
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to be part of it - and that was one of the biggest issues that confronted the CD, which partly 

contributed to the split ( interview, 2004). 

 

It suffices to say that this division was not entirely along the traditional left-right 

ideology. To a degree, it was an ethnic ideology, between those that wanted to 

advance a Yoruba agenda on the one hand and those that wanted to work for broad 

national project of democratisation on the other.  In the context of this disagreement, 

the Beko-led group raised the issue of financial accountability to blackmail the Chima 

Ubani and Chom Bagu- led group ( interview with Odion-Akhaine, 2004). Odion-

Akhaine contends that this was a blackmail and diversion because during the mass 

mobilization and the disbursement of funds towards the same goal, it was difficult for 

any person in the CD to give meticulous account of all the income and expenditure. It 

also needs to be understood that the Ubani and Bagu-led group also hinged their 

argument on the ground that the CD as an organisation was opposed to military 

regime in whatever guise. Therefore to this group, for a section of its leadership to 

negotiate a military takeover was a fundamental violation of the CD declaration and a 

betrayal of the Nigerian people which it had led to oppose military rule. Couple with 

the attitude of the Beko-led group (which did not want its conduct to be subjected to 

democratic criticism and to be held accountable by the CD membership), it was 

therefore inevitable for the CD to split.  Those who led the struggle in support of the 

Beko led-tendency at the February congress were preponderantly from SCON as well 

as the Ubani-Bagu group, that was opposed to the  Beko-led tendency. Hence SCON 

cadres were on both sides of  the divide in the crisis that engulfed the CD. However, 

the SCON cadres who supported the Beko group were on average Yoruba, with a few 

others from the Edo/Delta axis. 

 

At this juncture, it is important to point out that the major differences between Abiola, 

the winner of the June 12 presidential election, and the CD on some fundamental 

issues, also contributed to undermining the struggle for the actualization of the June 

12 mandate. On economic issue for example, while the CD was opposed to SAP, 

Abiola accepted its basic tenets. On the political front, while the CD wanted a SNC, 

Abiola was none committal on the issue, indeed he was opposed to it. This created a 

discomfort within a section of the CD, once a faction of its leadership began to  

romance with Abiola.  This is not to deny the fact that all within the CD saw the 
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annulment of the June 12 election as a basis to confront the military dictatorship.  CD 

explained its support for the June 12 presidential election thus; 

 
The struggle to enforce the outcome of the Presidential Elections of June 12, 1993 during 

which hundreds of Nigerians laid down their lives, limbs and liberty has been cardinal in the 

activities of the CD since the annulment of that election. From the onset, the CD has 

consistently emphasized that June 12 went beyond the symbols of that mandate, the 

Babangida parties, the entire Transition Programme or any ethnic group or groups…June 12 

cannot be wished away despite the ambivalence of its winners. It is a historic expression of 

popular will transcending ethnic, religious and other primordial barriers. It is a categorical and 

crisis free rejection of all forms of hegemony by the minority over the rest of the nation. CD 

therefore still stands for a democratic resolution of June 12 as a basis for the democratic 

advancement of the country (cited in The Guardian, 11 December, 1993).  

 

The subsequent ethnicisation of the June 12 Presidential election and the 

circumvention of what is euphemistically referred to as the “June 12 Mandate”, 

through support of the Abacha coup by the Beko-led group negated the expressed 

wishes of the CD as indicated from the above quote. The main division however, was 

whether the struggle for the de-annulment of the presidential election was a means to 

an end or and end in itself. Unlike the Ubani-Bagu-led group, the Beko-led  group 

tended to regard June 12 as an end in itself. The contradictions within the CD were 

not helped by Abiola’s attitude of meeting privately with the leadership of the CD, 

while in public distancing himself from their militancy and mass mobilization clarion 

call. This equally sent contradictory signals to the rank and file. It was Kudirat Abiola, 

wife of M.K.O. Abiola,  who tried to strengthen out these rough edges, albeit 

unsuccessfully. She, early enough, saw the use and significance of the CSOs in the 

struggle for  June 12 de-annulment. 

 

5.2. The Case of the CLO 

 

The CLO was founded by two lawyers, Olisa Agbakoba and Clement Nkwanko, and 

two journalists, Richard Akinola and Abdul Oroh. The motivation for the 

establishment of the CLO was General Babangida’s challenge in his maiden address 

to the nation, after his bloodless coup against General Muhammadu Buhari, in August 

1985 that human rights will be the cornerstone of his regime, and that if he deviates, 
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Nigerians should feel free to challenge the regime. This was against the background 

of the 20 months rule of General Buhari that was characterised by human rights 

abuses. The founders of the CLO therefore took the challenge by setting up an 

organisation that will monitor and report on human rights abuses in the country. Its 

founding President, Olisa Agbakoba, is alleged to have had domineering influence 

over the affairs of the organisation, at least until the mid 1990s. There was also a 

perception that as a founding president, he tended to personalize the affairs of the 

organisation. One instance that is often cited and was a major source of disaffection 

among the staff, especially those with background in students’ activism was the 

appointment of Abdul Oroh as Executive Director2 following the resignation of Emma 

Ezeazu3 as the National Secretary of CLO. Although a number of factors accounted 

for Ezeazu’s resignation, including his frustration over the slow pace of making the 

CLO a mass-based organisation and a platform for political struggle. These 

contending visions impacted on the work of the organisation. The first causality of 

this was Ezeazu who  resigned as National Secretary in the early 1990s. Ubani ( 

interview, 2004) pointed out that Ezeazu was frustrated as he felt the process of 

democratizing the organisation was too slow. In addition, he felt that the Board was 

made up preponderantly of the founding members and others were appointed by Olisa 

Agbakoba. They were not interested in creating a platform for struggle but were only 

interested in playing to the gallery. Thus, in his view, Ezeazu resigned because of his 

frustration over the democratisation of the organisation.  

 

In contrast, Abdul Oroh contends that the resignation of Ezeazu was a result of schism 

for leadership within the Left in the CLO ( interview, 2004).  According to him, 

Ezeazu’s Personal Assistant, Benedict Edherue, also a member of the Left group, had 

deliberately circulated the resignation letter without Ezeazu’s knowledge. This in 

Oroh’s view was to enable Lanre Ehonwa who was the candidate favoured by 

Edherue to succeed Ezeazu. This  maneuvering apparently failed, following the 

appointment of Oroh as CLO Executive Director.  

 

                                                 
2 The focus on this issue is because it is one single event that had serious ramifications for the CLO as 
it shaped the organisation’s future direction.  
3 Ezeazu was a former President of the Nigerian Association of Nigerian Students (NANS), the 
umbrella body of Nigerian students that was reputed for its opposition to military dictatorship and  to 
structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) 
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In general however, Oroh’s appointment as Executive Director was a result of  the 

broad ideological schism within the CLO between the Liberal and Left forces in the 

organisation; and within the Left in the CLO. While the latter schism played into the 

hands of the Liberals and hence produced Oroh as Executive Director, his emergence 

however consolidated the position of the Liberals, hence making the internal 

contestation between the Liberals and the Left in CLO a serious political question 

which threatened to undermine the CLO’s activities. While Agbakoba was 

accommodating of and readily recruited former student activists with strong socialist 

leaning, he was at the same time wary that they might turn the CLO into a socialist 

organization. This he was determined to prevent. Hence the resignation of Ezeazu 

gave him the perfect opportunity to recruit somebody of the same liberal ideological 

leaning as himself to head the secretariat. To him, Oroh fitted this bill.  But if 

ideology was the main reason for this appointment, why was Chidi Odinkalu 

overlooked for the position? Odinkalu  was one of those referred to as center-right or 

liberal, who mirrored the president’s ideological leaning?  A possible reason 

suggested by a number of interviewees is that Odinkalu was very independent-

minded, in spite of his liberal ideological worldview. As such, there was fear that he 

would have checked the powers of the president. One explanation therefore is that the 

president wanted somebody who does not only share the same ideological orientation 

with him but someone he could control. There is a third possible reason. According to 

Innocent Chukwuma, a former staff of the CLO, Agbakoba appointed Oroh to diffuse 

the tension between the Left and Liberal leaning staff  who were already positioning 

their respective candidates to succeed Ezeazu.  In other words, Oroh was seen as a 

neutral person, coming from without. However, in the perception of the Left group, 

Oroh was a member/partisan of the Liberal group in the CLO and hence not a neutral 

person. They therefore continued to insist that the president appointed someone of his 

own ideological leaning to head the secretariat in order to accomplish a liberal project 

which will shift the CLO from being a mass-based organisation. Many of the Left 

elements who subsequently left the CLO as Staff or its Board used this as one of the 

many reasons for their exit.  

 

Oroh’s appointment rather than stem the contestation over the control of the CLO, it 

exacerbated it. In addition, it had more profound impact on the organization, with 

negative consequences on efficiency and internal democracy. In fact, the appointment 
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raised the important question of internal democracy. Did the appointment follow due 

process? The position of National Secretary and later Executive Director was a Board 

appointment. But in this case, the Executive Director was unilaterally appointed 

without recourse to the Board4.There was the absence of an institutionalised 

framework for activities and programmes. The subsequent adoption of a constitution, 

national regulations, operational guidelines, condition of services, and so on, did not 

fundamentally alter this situation.  

 

The observations above notwithstanding, Innocent Chukwuma points out that some of 

the criticisms about the overbearing influence of Agbakoba may be attributed to what 

he refers to as “Kill the founder syndrome” ( interview, 2004). In addition, he notes 

that such perception may not necessarily be correct as at the time Agbakoba was 

running a successful legal practice and only made occasional visits to the CLO 

offices. As he argues further, most of the projects initiated and executed at the time 

were by full time professional staff. The point though is that, because in the 

beginning, the founding president symbolized and embodied the organization, he 

played a major role in shaping its future. Among other things, the president approved 

every project and financial expenditure, including the signing of cheques – all of 

which contributed to the perception of his overbearing influence. Whatever the 

shortcomings of Agbakoba, he ensured a successful transition from his presidency to 

Ms Ayo Obe without the paraylsing succession struggles that characterized the 

CDHR. 

 

In general, most staff of the CLO, until the late 1990s, could be said to belong to the  

broad Left formation; although they had  ideological differences. Its founding 

president, Olisa Agbakoba, classified the two ideological camps as the Center-Left 

and the Far-Left. And he derogatorily calls them  “crazy Right” (Centre-Left) and the 

“Loony Left” (Far Left) (Agbakoba, 2005). But to Ubani ( interview, 2004), 

Agbakoba’s categories  can be re-grouped into the Liberal right and the Left. These 

                                                 
4 At the time though the CLO had no formal procedure for the appointment of staff neither were 
positions publicly advertised.  Staff were recruited based on recommendations. Most of the legal staff 
were recruited on recommendation of lawyers; while the ex-student activists were hired based on the 
recommendation of ex-student activists who could attest to their commitment, integrity or morality.  To 
a degree, the absence of procedure gave ample room to the president to appoint the Executive Director 
without recourse to the Board. This was coupled with the fact that the Board was not quite functional at 
the time.  
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divisions, which have been ignored by existing studies or at best glossed over, have 

both positive and adverse consequences on the internal workings of the organization 

as well as on its struggle to promote human rights and ensure the democratisation of 

the Nigerian state and society. At this juncture, it needs to be pointed out that as far as 

the so-called Far Left was concerned, their work in human rights organizations, 

especially the CLO (and CDHR) were primarily aimed at transforming the Nigerian 

state from military dictatorship and capitalist path of development. To the Left 

elements in both the CLO (and CDHR), as several of interviewees noted, they joined 

the organization as an avenue of struggle for fundamental transformation of Nigeria, 

more so as other avenues of struggles such as the Labour movement had been 

hijacked by the military, especially with the imposition of a Sole Administrator on the 

central trade union federation, the Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC). Their 

participation in the human rights organisations fundamentally transformed human 

rights work in Nigeria, from being neutral to being politically engaged.  

 

Politics, according to Harry Botye (2004), is recognizing people as the creator of a 

commonwealth. With respect to the Left group in the CLO, it emphasised “everyday 

politics” and therefore the de-professionalisation of politics. It recognised the creative 

energies of Nigerians from diverse backgrounds working together as the best 

guarantors of human rights and democracy. Even people such as  Agbakoba who were 

initially wary of political struggle later embraced it wholeheartedly. As he was to note 

later,  

 
You see human rights (organizations) are neutral; they are supposed to be neutral, but the 

problem is in a military regime, it’s not possible to be neutral. When we get democracy , we 

will change but now it is political and some say it is not the proper function of human rights 

organizations to become concerned  about politics; but it is and that is why we established the 

Democratic Alternative, Campaign for Democracy, and United Action for Democracy because 

the human rights groups are the ones in the forefront of the campaign to end military rule 
(Agbakoba, 1997: 6). 

 

Such has been the profound impact of the Nigerian Left on human rights work that 

human rights activities are no longer confined to the liberal tradition but human rights 

organizations, in the main, have become the platforms for the struggle for 

fundamental transformation of the neo-colonial Nigerian state.  In other words, the 
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Left emphasized the transformative potential of human rights work. The CLO became 

politically active as a result of the robust internal debates and struggles within the 

organization between the Left and the Liberal rights, with Chima Ubani being the 

arrowhead of the former. In the discussion that follows, we shall focus on these 

internal struggles. 

 

The ideological divisions within the CLO influenced and indeed shaped its future. The 

appointment of Emma Ezeazu, who subsequently recruited former student activists to 

key positions in the organisation such as Lanre Ehonwa, Chima Ubani, Omano 

Edigheji and Innocent Chukwuma, who were later joined by Ogaga Ifowodo, the 

ideological division between staff and the leadership was sharpened. This was to 

affect the course of the organisation. Initially, the leadership was more concerned with 

classical liberal conception of human rights work such as prison reforms, amongst 

others, through the instrumentalities of documentation, press releases and litigation. 

Indeed, because of their liberal background they were more attuned to a 

technocratic/professional approach to human rights work. As a result, the leadership 

had hoped to recruit staff to merely carry out their professional work5. This approach 

to human rights work, projected human rights workers as experts providing services to 

“otherness” – communities. According to Boyte (2004), “service is associated with 

other-directedness. The service giver, in focusing on the needs of those being served, 

adopts a stance of selflessness or disinterestedness. Service is the paradigmatic stance 

of the outside expert” (Boyte, 2004: 12). It is based on the goodness of their heart, 

compassion, sympathy and indignation of the human rights workers on human rights 

abuses. But this approach to human rights work failed to recognise that the collective 

actions of empowered citizens are the best guarantee for the defence and protection of 

human rights.  

 

In contrast, many of the former student activists did not see their work in the human 

rights organisations as a career but as part of a broad project for fundamental 

transformation of society. To them the only guarantee to respect of  human rights is an 

end to military rule. Olukoshi (1997) eloquently captured this when he notes that;  
                                                 
5 Indeed the appointment of Ezeazu with his pedigree in student activism, forced Clement Nkwanko, 
one of the founding members and member of the board, to resign from the organisation to set up the 
Constitutional Rights Project (CRP). He was said to be uncomfortable with the Left ideological 
background of Ezeazu. 
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For many activists, the struggle for human rights and civil liberties became 
part and parcel of the struggle against social and political injustice in a context 
whose defining feature was essentially repressive and authoritarian. Indeed, 
for some left activists, the vigorous campaign for human rights and civil 
liberties became one of the most potent forms of struggle against the 
authoritarian, militarized state”(Olukoshi, 1997:163).   
 

The Left viewed empowered citizens, acting collectively, as the best guarantors of 

human rights and enthronement of democracy.   It was this strong faith and belief in 

the Nigerian people’s capacities and abilities that made the Left within the CLO to 

establish and coordinate the Human Rights and Empowerment Programme of the 

CLO.  Indeed,  the Left within the CLO had a public work approach to human rights 

struggle. Boyte defined public work as that which,  

 

 …leads to people seeing themselves as the co-creators of democracy, not 
simply as customers or clients, voters, protesters, or volunteers. …public work 
can best be defined as sustained effort by a mix of people who solve public 
problems or create goods, material or cultural, of general benefit (Botye, 2004: 
5).   

 

In order for the Left group to strengthen its hands, it pushed for the democratisation of 

the CLO by not only ensuring that it became a mass-based organization, with the 

members participating  in its activities but also putting rules in place that will govern 

its affairs. Their ultimate aim was to transform the CLO into a mass based social 

movement.  The establishment of state branches and Zonal offices and the adoption of 

a constitution that guided its affairs, were all part of the democratization of the 

organisation.  

 

By the mid-1990s, the co-existence of Left and Liberal elements within the CLO was 

a major factor for its efficacy both in the struggle for  human rights and democracy. 

Indeed, the combination of former student activists and liberal professionals created 

an interesting mix within the CLO. The result was that the organisation had the skills 

of campaigns, litigation,  mass mobilization and resistance against social injustices. In 

fact, the existence of left and liberal activists became quite strangely a source of 

strength to the CLO, until it transited into conservatism in the late 1990s.  This is how 

Chukwuma captured the co-existence of the left and liberals in the CLO and the 

resultant combination of strategies, we quote him in extenso: 
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Whenever there was an issue to be responded to in the organisation, those who were on the 
liberal side will want to challenge it in court - get an injunction and all that.  Those who were 
on the left made the issue that the question before them was not one of court processes, it was 
one that demanded the transformation of the system of policies in the country as the only 
solution to respecting human rights.…At some point it would appear that the liberals were 
winning and at other times it would seem that the left were gaining the upper hand, both 
through the logic of arguments. At the end of the day, this was a  positive thing and 
contributed to the growth of CLO. The result was that you have a process of responding to 
government issues that combined both the liberals’ skills and the activism skills of the left. As 
a result an issue would come up, campaign would be mounted on it, it would be litigated upon 
and there might be a court injunction that government and being a military regime did not 
respect court orders. This situation will in turn strengthen those who want to mobilise the 
people to resist that particular government policy  - they would argued that, look we went 
through the court of law,  got an injunction against what the regime is  doing and they are not 
respecting the court order.  They would ask: What should we do? Should we fold our arms and 
allow the military dictator to get away with whatever they want, or mobilise ourselves and 
challenge them on the streets?.  So you had that heavy integration of both the skills of 
campaign, the skills of litigation, the skills of mobilisation and resistance against social 
injustices. 

 
The former student activists in the CLO recognised that activism can become a 

catalyst for social change. In this they shared something with the liberals, who for 

example, thought that through active litigation they could ensure reform of the 

system. The dominance of this view accounted for the political docility of the CLO in 

its early or formative years. This also had to do with the conflation of political 

struggles with partisanship, and the impression that to embark on political struggle 

was to compromise the non-partisan outlook of the CLO ( interview with Ubani, 

2004). A point of departure though was that the Left in the CLO believed that a 

military regime cannot be reformed. Rather what was required was a fundamental 

transformation of the system, from military to a democratic rule. Chukwuma summed 

up the logic of the position of the Left group thus,  

 

You can write reports on prisons and police from now until tomorrow as far as 
the military is in power you will be dealing with a vicious cycle where you 
release one prisoner, only to get another in prison the next day.  You succeed 
in getting restitution or compensation for one victim of police abuse today 
only to find yourself dealing with five the next day (  interview, 2004).  

 

This group preferred mass mobilization to litigation and reliance on media campaigns. 

By 1992 however, there seem to be a consensus within the CLO on the need to oppose 

the military. Therefore while it engaged in traditional human rights work, it at the 

same time embarked on mass mobilization, this time by joining forces with other 

groups.  
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Within the CLO, there were other contradictions especially in relation internal 

democracy, including accountability to its members as well as ensuring their 

participation in the organization, while at the same time ensuring financial 

sustainability and accountability to its donors (who were mostly foreign donors). This 

raised the question of multiple accountability, namely accountability to its members, 

accountability to the community it is located (that is the Nigerian society), and 

accountability to its funders. This created considerable contradictions in the way the 

organization conducted its activities. As Edwards and Hulme (1995) point out, 

“Multiple accountability presents any organisation with problems, particularly the 

possibilities of having to ‘over account’ (because of multiple demands), or being able 

to ‘under-account’, as each overseeing authority assumes that another authority is 

taking a close look at actions and results” (Ibid: 9). The implications of NGOs’ 

accountability to donors are legion, and the CLO was no exception in this regard. 

Constantino-David observes that:  

 
The project orientation of most donors, which assess proposals on the basis of 

measurable target outputs and impact, has had significant effects on NGOs. Because 

one of the biggest limitations of NGOs is their dependence on donors, NGOs have 

less flexibility and often short-circuit processes in order to achieve outputs within a 

specified time frame. This has also to a bias for numerically translatable activities 

rather than more processual interventions. (Constantino-David, 1998: 46)  

 

It needs to be stated that the participation of membership in the affairs of the CLO 

was limited (at times confined to letter writings to state agencies protesting over 

human rights abuses) due to number of factors, which combined to undermine internal 

democracy and accountability. First, as noted above, most of the projects and 

programmes were designed and implemented by professional staff. Second, even 

where branches were established to enable the membership take up local issues, most 

of the state branches were not as effective as had been envisaged. Third, all state 

branches were financially dependent on the headquarters and were barred from raising 

funds independently. One reason for this was to prevent corruption at the branch level. 

Another reason was to prevent funding becoming a source of crisis that might hamper 

their effective functioning. But what was disturbing, according to Okoye and Ubani, 
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was that state branches were deliberately starved of funds by the headquarters and the 

funds were not channeled to enable democratic organs such as the Board to hold 

regular meetings (interviews, 2004). The result was that members and democratic 

organs did not exercise real oversight powers over the affairs of the organisation 

 

At the heart of the problem however was the need to strip democratic organs of the 

organization, of their powers and to minimize accountability. This had the impact of 

alienating and marginalizing the members of the organization and freed the leadership 

from democratic control of members. In the view of Okoye, this was part of a grand 

strategy by the founders of the CLO not to be subjected to democratic control and to 

ensure that the organisation did not become mass based.  This view is corroborated by 

Ubani when he notes that for years (beginning in the mid 1990s), 

 
…membership was neglected, in which branches were no longer developing, in which you just 
talk about members in abstract terms because no consolidated list that you could say this is the 
national database of CLO members in Nigeria.  No one could answer the question:  how many 
members does the CLO have - there was no answer - so that you could go from branch to 
branch there would be no answer.  They were not organised, you have no information, and you 
have no way of saying that these are our members.  That was because the whole concept of 
membership development, branch development, was not a priority. That lack of priority was 
reflected in the fact that before Abdul came, there was a programme officer in charge of 
membership development, in charge of what we call a national expansion, in charge of the 
drive to get more and more people into the CLO and put them into proper structures and 
deploy them into the struggle for human rights in Nigeria ( interview with Ubani, 2004). 

 

From the mid 1990s to the early 2000s, the democratisation project of the CLO 

suffered a major set back. To quote Ubani again, in this period,  

 
…our branches decayed and our zones eventually collapsed.  Zonal management committee 
meetings were no longer taking place for a very long time, the zonal offices became 
abandoned, equipment collapsed, bills accumulated many of them were disconnected by 
NEPA for a very long time and no initiative was coming in terms of how to reorganise the 
zones.  They were denied autonomy even when some of them actively demanded that - they 
needed the level of autonomy in project conceptualising and fundraising.  For all those ten 
years, the early vision of the CLO as a mass based organisation was not realized ( interview, 
2004). 

 

It is little surprise that although initiatives to draft a constitution for the organization 

started in 1990, a constitution was adopted only in 1995 because of the resistance of 

the political leadership to make the CLO a democratic mass based organisation.  This 

seems to be consistent with what some scholars have detected in CSOs generally. 

McCarthy and Zald (1973 and 1987) suggest that as  CSOs become more 
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professionalized (or should we say bureaucratized), the role of members is reduced. In 

the case of the CLO, the professionals managed to marginalize the membership in the 

running of the organisation.   
 
Another reason for the refusal to provide adequate funds to state branches and the 

Zonal offices of the CLO, according to Ubani, was “misplaced financial priorities” of 

the CLO secretariat. Hence, the internal politics, mode of recruitment and 

appointment, nature and powers of zonal structures and branches, all impacted on the 

quality of Human rights and political work of the CLO. 

 
5.3. The Case of the CDHR 

 
Compared to the CLO, the situation in CDHR is worse, such that by January/February 

2004, the organisation had virtually collapsed. The situation was so bad that a section 

of the organisation used the Nigeria Police to harass the other faction. Members of the 

ethnic militia, the Oodua Peoples Congress (OPC), were alleged to have been used to 

invade the secretariat. In a Press statement of  September 25, 2003,  Bayo Aborisade, 

who claimed to be the OPC Secretary General, observed,  

We want to alert the general public that we know that this arrest of the workers 
of the organisation by the Police, is a preparation for another armed invasion 
and occupation of the secretariat of the organisation by Dr. Beko Ransome-
Kuti and his thugs. The organisation is therefore anticipating another round of 
armed attack tomorrow.   
 

On September 17, 2003, the Chairman of the Lagos  state branch of the CDHR, 

Charles Usani, had led a group of people to invade the national secretariat of the 

organisation where they seized the sum of One hundred and seventy thousand Naira 

(cash) from one of the staff of the CDHR,  Mike Offei Amunega. 

 

The staff referred to by Aborisade are Segun Jegede, the Director of Programmes and 

Projects, and seven others, who were violently evicted from the secretariat after 

receiving a letter placing them on compulsory leave in a letter signed by  Beko 

Ransome-Kuti and Adewale Molade, Chairman and Secretary, respectively. The 

letter, which strangely was copied the Nigeria Police and which did not give due 

regard to the rule of law and international Labour standards, reads inter alia: 
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Due to the organizational restructuring, you are all hereby directed to proceed on a one month 
compulsory leave. 
 
For the avoidance of doubts, you are to vacate the CDHR National Secretariat premises 
immediately this letter is served on you. You shall also hand over and return all CHDR 
property in your possession to the bearers of this letter and stay clear of the premises of the 
National Secretariat until you are invited.  

 

Following the release of two separate letters by two different sets of people sending 

different messages to  two separate audience, it was apparent that CDHR had broken 

into two factions, one led by Dr. Beko Ransome-Kuti, and the other by Professor Poju 

Akinyanju and Dr. Bayo Aborisade (with the support of the secretariat staff). Each of 

these factions claimed to be the authentic representative of the organization. What was 

the background to this crisis? A crisis which made one commentator to describe the 

CDHR as being “hounded by itself” (Williams, 2003)  The open split of the CDHR 

began on May 10, 2003 at its 13th Annual General Conference (AGC) held in Olujoda 

Hotel, Ado Ekiti following  inconclusive elections to usher in  a new executive of the 

CSO.  In their report of the circumstances that led to the stalemate, the organisation’s 

Electoral Commission noted that the election was violently disrupted by the Lagos 

state delegates who assaulted other delegates and caused extensive damage to 

furniture and equipment (Bamgbose and Isimhonya, 2003).  

 

The AGC reconvened in Benin City on May 31, 2003 for the purposes of completing 

the elections to the executive committee. This meeting also resulted in fracas, 

perpetuated primarily by members of the Lagos state branch, who were alleged to 

have assaulted a number of delegates and the chairman of the Electoral Commission. 

It was alleged that contrary to the invitation letter to the Benin city AGC which 

limited observers from state branches to two each, the Lagos branch stormed the 

venue of the meeting with between 20 – 30 observers.  These observers from Lagos 

branch were said to be determined to ensure that either they supported candidates, 

including their nominee for the position of General Secretary, Gbenga Soloki, won the 

election or they will stall the elections. The subsequent hand-written letter to the 

Secretary General by Professor Omotoye Olorode, a delegate to the AGC, and one of 

Nigeria’s most respected revolutionary scholars, crusader for human rights, academic 

freedom, social justice and democracy, depicts what happened at the meeting. 

According to him, 



 41

 
The violent behaviour of the CDHR (Lagos state) Executive and some alleged observers and 
delegates brought by them was carried out in the full view of members of the CDHR at the 
Benin City AGC of May 2003. 
 
I actually was attacked along with Dr. Kayode Bamgbose and Professor Idowu Awopetu 
following the disruption of the meeting by the same people referred to above. I did plead with 
some of these people to spare Dr. Bamgbose who was the first to be attacked. I was then 
attacked and my eye glasses was seized and taken away by one of the attackers. Professor 
Awopetu’s clothes were torn and his eye glasses was seized too. (Olorode, 2003).  

 

The violence resulted in the destruction of property of the Bins Hotel, Benin, the 

venue of the AGC. A number of delegates sustained injuries. Precious Igbuan, a 

member of the Edo state of the organisation, was said to have been attacked with acid 

(Akinyanju and Aborisade, 2003b). Such acts negated the principles of human rights 

and democracy, as well as undermine the credibility and core values of the 

organisation. As Williams rightly observed, the two factions exposed themselves to 

public ridicule as they were unable to conduct free and fair elections. This raises an 

important question: How can the CDHR an organisation that cannot hold successful 

elections under peaceful conditions, criticize the Nigerian state for not being able to 

organize violent free and fair elections into public offices?  

 

Although the electoral commission indicated that the elections were eventually 

successfully completed with Professor Poju Akinyanju and Dr. Bayo Aborisade 

elected as President and Secretary General, respectively, the Dr. Ransome-Kuti and 

Femi Falana led faction contested this claim. They subsequently set up a caretaker 

committee, headed by Dr. Ransome-Kuti and Barrister Adewale Molade, chairman 

and secretary, respectively, to administer the affairs of the organisation for three 

months. 

 

A number of factors accounted for the CDHR crisis. Alabi Williams, contends that 

“At the core of this crisis is the control of CDHR property and funds”. He goes on to 

note that the Poju Akinyanju-led faction argues that the root of the crisis is that “Femi 

Falana and Ransome-Kuti do not want to let go of the leadership of the CDHR, and 

the only way they could continue to be relevant was to plant their stooges in the 

executive committee”.  We can apply the concept of “the iron law of oligarchy” by  

Roberto Michels (1915) a Swiss social scientist, to the CDHR. Michels argues that  
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leaders (leaders of political parties) become autocratic when they either become self-

perpetuating or manoeuvre to be succeeded by their favourite supporters6.  The CDHR 

crisis was partly a result of personalisation of leadership, patronage syndrome, 

exclusionary politics,  formation of cliques and ultimately, power tussle that ensued. 

 

Efforts to resolve the internal crisis that engulfed the CDHR yielded limited success. 

We can glimpse why this was the case from the letter of Professor Itse. E Sagay, a 

member of the independent committee set up to resolve the crisis between the two 

contending factions in the organisation. Prof. Sagay in a letter to other members of the 

committee including the CLO President, Ayo Obe, stated that he resigned from the 

committee for three reasons, viz: 

 
(1) He (Dr Beko Ransome-Kuti) believes he has veto power over the deliberations and decisions 

of the independent committee. 

(2) He has neither trust nor confidence in the members of the Committee. He even ridicules the 

term independent by applying quotation marks to the word. 

(3) He is determined to drag out the process of resolution into the indefinite future by not only 

vetoing our decisions, but also by unilaterally canceling the date of our next meeting.  

 

The crisis remained unresolved. Segun Jegede, a staff of CDHR, and 12 others 

subsequently instituted a court action against Dr. Beko Ransome-Kuti and Mr. Femi 

Falana at an Ikeja High Court.  

 

The CDHR had other problems apart from the lack of  internal democracy. Its 

secretariat was housed in the private home of Beko Ransome-Kuti, for a prolonged 

period, even when it had become viable and mature to stand independently on its own. 

During this period,  most of those invited to meetings were in the Lagos-Ibadan-Ife 

axis. Members were selectively invited to such meetings, and/or whenever meetings 

were held downstairs in Ransome Kuti’s house, it was alleged, a select membership 

were invited "upstairs" to have a separate (caucus) meeting with him  that took 

separate decisions that undermined the collective decisions taken “downstairs? 

(authors interview, anonymous, 2004). Ransome Kuti is alleged to have undermined 

other members of the CDHR executive committee, while  in detention by giving  
                                                 
6 The CLO do not face this problem. It has successfully managed its transition, from Mr. Olisa 
Agbakoba’s presidency to Ms Ayo Obe and current Mr. Titus Mann.  
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parallel instructions to members of his family about how CDHR should be operated, 

including issues relating to disbursement of funds.  

 

Like the crisis that beset the CD a decade earlier, the CDHR undermined  its human 

rights and democracy struggles.  On occasion, it issued press releases but without 

capacity to engage in mobilisational work, this crippled the CDHR, with its executive 

committee suffering legitimacy crisis torn between two contending forces, the 

secretariat  was under police surveillance and watch. The CDHR’s bank account was 

frozen as a result of this crisis. Another consequence of the crisis was that for several 

months, the staff of the organisation were not paid salaries for several months.  

 

6. THE HUMAN RIGHTS GROUPS AND THE GOVERNMENT OF 
NATIONAL UNITY (GNU) 

 
Aside from the self-determination matter, the other crucial national issue over which 

there was disagreement was whether it was proper for CD and other pro-democracy 

advocates to have supported the quest for a Government of National Unity (GNU) 

either under Abiola, in the quest to de-annul his election, or as led by the group of 32 

politicians who were detained by Babangida and banned from political activities in 

December 1991. The latter group had clamoured for Consensus government, or the 

G34 (Group of 34), whose initial inclination was for a government of unity. 

 

The first formulation of GNU was from both the Left and centrists. Soon after the 

annulment of the June 12 election, Abiola began to romance pro-democracy groups 

particularly because some stalwarts in his political party, the Social Democratic Party 

(SDP) were opposed to Abiola being installed as President of Nigeria. Indeed, the 

opposition within the SDP itself was stronger than the opposition from the National 

Republic Convention (NRC), which lost the 1993 presidential election.  

 

The left and popular forces led by the pro-democracy group (CD) felt that they had no 

business in supporting a bourgeois candidate and party whose views and interest were 

dissimilar to those championed by the CD. Abiola was seen as a businessman with 

key financiers and sponsors from the Nigerian business sector, military and 

international system. Whereas CD members were mostly students, intellectuals, 
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market men and women, youth and members of the De classe and lumpen proletariat 

or better still, subalterns. On the other hand, some members of the NRC felt that since 

Abiola won the election, he should be declared winner and installed as President.  The 

military was similarly divided over the annulment of the election. And with this 

mixed reactions and response to the annulment of the election, there was an emerging 

consensus that only a GNU, which will serve in an interim capacity, with transitory 

provisions, should be welcome by Nigerians. On the other hand were several 

politicians who were banned three times by Babangida, whose ban led to the 

emergence of Abiola. These banned politicians had a grudge against both the military 

and Abiola. They  worked assiduously to thwart an Abiola victory. In contrast, 

following the annulment, NADECO, MNR, Afenifere and many other prominent anti-

military groups including the CD began to work for the recognition of the June 12 

presidential mandate.  

 

Once Sanni Abacha took over the reins of power in November 1993, he cashed on the 

ground swell and popular cry for GNU. He demanded  a “Blueprint” for a GNU with 

Abiola as its head. Himself and Oladipo Diya, his second in Command, held several 

meetings with Abiola and prominent people from the CSOs on how the GNU would 

be consummated. Indeed, prominent and hitherto pro-people and CSOs activists such 

as Olu Onagoruwa (Attorney General and Minister of Justice), Lateef Jakande 

(Minister of Works), and Ebenezer Babatope (Minister of Communications) claimed 

to have all accepted to serve the Abacha junta because of its promise to install Abiola 

as President under a GNU arrangement. Additionally, Abiola was said to have 

accepted the concept of SNC and urged the Ministry of Justice to liaise with CD and 

other pro-democracy groups in order to decide on the delimitation of constituencies 

and the principle under which the SNC will hold.  

 

However, both Abiola and Abacha’s concept of GNU became subterfuge for the 

subordination of pro-democracy and popular forces to state ideology. The backlash 

further divided the ranks of the pro-democracy groups who came under the hammer 

and repression of full blown dictatorship in the Abacha era. 

 

The third conception of GNU was under Abubakar junta, however, because Abubakar 

had limited/hurried transition programme it allowed little room for people to decide 
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whether they wanted a GNU. Before long, three events happened. The first is that 

Abacha was dead at this time, and four of the five political parties he formed had all 

endorsed him as their Presidential candidate for the General election. Many of the 

pro-Abacha politicians were rudely shocked by that development. And in the past, 

some of them had been in the forefront of the advocacy for GNU. Second, another 

flank of the GNU, wanted the GNU formed around M.K.O. Abiola. Unfortunately, 

Abiola was also dead. The question then was around whom should the June 12 

mandate be formed or who could claim the June 12 mandate in the absence of Abiola 

and in the context of the fact that his running mate, Babagana Kingibe had 

compromised the June 12 struggle? Kingibe had quite opportunistically and without 

consulting with Abiola, served the Abacha junta as its Foreign Minister (some 

ethnicize his action claiming that he was Kanuri as Abacha).  The technical 

implication of Abiola’s death and kingibe’s role under Abacha was that, the struggle 

for de-annulment, claiming a mandate or formation of GNU could no longer arise. 

The equation changed and the balance of forces weighted far against the military that 

felt threatened and were in a hurry for a way out of the impasse.  Finally, many pro-

democracy groups had learnt their lessons of betrayal and were unwilling to continue 

in the same culture of advocating for GNU. A faction wanted a clear boycott of the 

General Abubakar elections and another felt that the pro-democracy groups should 

take interest in power and politics. Both factions were therefore, for different or 

divergent reasons, opposed to the concept of the GNU.  

 

7. THE CONRADICTORY RESPONSES OF THE CSOs TO THE 
GENERAL ABDULSALAM ABUBAKAR TRANSITION 

 

As noted earlier, the CD split in February 1994 after the Ibadan convention of the 

organization was an important watershed. The crisis was purely headed or led by 

various Leftist factions. There was a high degree of sectarianism and personal 

vendetta, a lot of it a carry over of the crisis in the National Association of Nigerian 

students and its core faction the Patriotic Youth Movement of Nigeria (PYMN) and 

then the contestation between SCON and other Left movements and more importantly 

the rift within SCON itself. This latter factor, more than anything else, was overriding 

in understanding the nature and direction of pro-democracy struggles after February 

1994. 
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At the Ibadan meeting of CD, Sylvester Odion-Akhaine became the Secretary of the 

core CD with Beko Ransome-Kuti remaining the President. However, the other 

faction that staged a walk out at Ibadan, led by Chima Ubani held a meeting in Benin 

and formed the Democratic Alternative (DA) with Alao Aka-Bashorun as the 

President and Chima Ubani its Secretary. 

However, soon after the CD split both factions of the pro-democracy movement 

became ineffective and were pelting stones and casting aspersions more on 

themselves than the military or state actors. As a result of this, some members of both 

factions felt the need for another meeting to harmonise or at least form an alliance 

platform to wage an effective struggle against the military. The Civil Liberties 

Organization (CLO) was instrumental in facilitating this meeting. Odion-Akhaine was 

amenable to the meeting, and Olisa Agbakoba, Ayo Obe and Abdul Oroh all of the 

CLO were enthusiastic about the meeting.  The United Action for Democracy (UAD) 

was therefore formed at Gani Fawehinmi’s Legal Chambers. Femi Falana and a core 

of the leading pro-Beko Ransome- Kuti members of the CD also attended. Chima 

Ubani and Sylvester Odion-Akhaine were made joint secretaries of the UAD.  

The three core objectives of the UAD are: 
1. An end to military rule and the enthronement of people’s democracy in Nigeria. 

2. Political education of the people to empower them to defend their fundamental rights and 

basic freedoms. 

3. The unconditional release of all political prisoners in Nigeria and the institution of genuine 

dialogue and reconciliation.”  (UAD, n.d:1) 

To pursue these objectives, the UAD adopted seven-point demands: 

 
1. Immediate end to military rule and the transfer of power to a transitional government of 

national unity composed of elected representatives of mass democratic organisations. This was 

modified in December 1997 to reflect a more definitive demand that Chief M.K.O. Abiola 

head the Transitional Government of National Unity. 

2. The convening of Sovereign National Conference (SNC) to seek popular solution to political, 

economic, socio-cultural and other historical problems confronting our country. 

3. A popular democratic transition programme that will usher in a genuine multiparty democracy 

4. Abolition of all anti-people economic policies and the substitution of same with an improved, 

better and abundant socio-economic life for the masses of pour people. 

5. Protection of the Nigerian environment against all forms of deregulation and violation by all 

companies and agencies of the rule of law. 
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6. The entrenchment    and defense of the rule of law. 

7. An end to all forms of nationality domination and oppression as condition for the emergence 

of a  truly united and democratic multi-ethnic Nigerian nation” (Ibid) 

 

These action points had informed the struggles of the UAD. Most of the views 

canvassed by the UAD, it should be pointed out, were also part of the position of the 

DA, the key and most strategic affiliate of the UAD. 

 

The inaugural meeting of UAD was held in Jos. However on the eve of the inaugural 

meeting, Gani Fawehinmi was said to have issued a press release denouncing the 

UAD and claiming that June 12 was the fountain head of any struggle for democracy 

in Nigeria. This action alerted the state security who now became aware that there was 

going to be a meeting in Jos, and accordingly raided and arrested many members of 

the would-be UAD in Jos (interview with Zikrullahi, June, 2005). The UAD has 46 

affiliates, which amounts to a third of what the Transition Monitoring Group (TMG) 

currently has as affiliate members. 

 

The UAD had moderated on the DA’s earlier position on June 12 as being a liberal or 

bourgeois project (cf. Momoh 2004). Rather than being dismissive, the UAD had 

taken a more sympathetic disposition to June 12 election.  In a similar vein Mustapha 

contends:  

 
While the CD continues to argue that the June 12 election results (sic) must be validated… the 
DA places its emphasis not on June 12 debacle as such  but on fighting military dictatorship, 
building its local structures and preparing the basis for political engagement in the future 
(Mustapha,  2001: 162). 
 

Fawehinmi formed the Joint Action Committee of Nigeria (JACON) in April 1998, a 

few weeks after the UAD organised the “Five-Million Man” rally. This was said to 

support the view that he never supported the principles underlying the politics of 

UAD. An issue we shall return to presently. 

The aims and objectives of the JACON are: 
a. Actualization of June 12 

b. Government of National Unity headed by M.K.O. Abiola 

c. Convening of a Sovereign National Conference 

d. Termination of military rule and opposition to self succession 
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e. Cancellation of the present (military) transition programme (JACON Communiqué 

May 13, 1998) 

 

There are two ways to understand JACON’s notion of the GNU, the first was the view 

before the death of Sanni Abacha and the other after his death. However, in both cases 

they believed that Abiola should head the GNU. The aims and objectives were 

adopted during the Abacha period. However, once Abacha died JACON modified its 

position stating that the military should play a role in the GNU given the “balance of 

forces”. By July 1998, the position of JACON was modified as follows: 
1. Termination of military dictatorship 

2. Release of Chief M.K.O. Abiola, the winner of the June 12 presidential elections and all other 

political detainees and political activists 

3. Provide an enabling political environment of unhindered freedom by repealing all draconian 

decrees, de-proscribing all the unions and associations disbanded by military fiat, recalling all 

the suspended or expelled leaders of such unions and associations. 

4. De-annul the June 12, 1993 Presidential election and provide the necessary legal and political 

framework by which Chief M.K. O. Abiola shall assume mandate through the formation of a 

Government of National unity to be headed by him 

5. The Government of National unity to convoke a Sovereign National Conference within six (6) 

months of its inauguration with a view to solving the numerous problems facing our 

beleaguered nation amicably and democratically (Fawehinmi, 1998: 3-4). 

 

The JACON had a four stage approach to the consummation of the GNU and at its 

heart is the SNC. It also went on to outline the key structures and institutions of the 

SNC. The goal of the SNC was to convoke the SNC, but in the process it was to fulfill 

carry out some social reformist programmes which are outlined in “June 12 Crisis: 

JACON Blueprint on the way forward for a Democratic Nigeria”.  

 

 The membership core of JACON was the National Conscience Party (NCF), a 

political party formed by Fawehinmi in the era of Ibrahim Babangida. The 

Democratic Socialist Movement (DSM) and a core of students who are members of or 

heavily influenced by the DSM constitute its core, with members of Afenifere, Gani 

Fawehinmi Solidarity Association (GSFA), Committee for Unity and Understanding 

(CUU), Shelter Rights Initiative (SRI), Eastern Mandate Union (EMU), Oodua 

Peoples Congress, Movement for Social and Economic Justice (MOSEJ), Committee 

for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR),Human Rights Africa (HRA), National 
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Association of Democratic Lawyers (NADL), Campaign for Democracy (CD), Ife 

Collectives, factions of NADECO, and some Marxist Leninists. 

 

Instead of sustaining the struggle for democracy, the human rights and pro-democracy 

groups have transited from activism into professionalism in the civilian dispensation, 

with heavy emphasis on projects and policy advocacy. The former Executive Director 

of CAPP, Emma Ezeazu, provides a poignant critique of the human rights groups with 

respect to its inability to advance the pro-democracy struggle, which tragically, it was 

in the forefront of pursuing. He observes: 
 

The human rights community may have been very discerning about monitoring and reporting 
human rights violations but they have certainly demonstrated inferior leadership qualities in 
grooming a pro-democracy movement. In this area, they have very much wallowed in 
ignorance and confusion. Two major events provided the community with opportunities to 
weaken military dictatorship and throw the later out of power in Nigeria. But these 
opportunities were mismanaged (Ezeazu, 1996: 47). 

 

Nevertheless, according to Egwu, 

 
In evaluation of the role of civil society in democratic struggle in post-transition period, 
however, cognizance must be taken of three major factors. First, is the orientation of civil 
society that grew and became nurtured in an environment of confrontation with the military 
dictatorship. This itself dovetail into two other problems: transiting from a culture of 
confrontation to creative engagement and the tendency for a relapse into [passivity based on 
the illusion that transition to civil rule equals democracy. Second, is the problem of reluctance 
on the part of the major actors/elected officials to accept civil society as mutual partners in 
building democracy. Third, is the problem of managing ethnic and regional based 
organizations that who (sic) articulate sectional and sectarian demand that may have may have 
cultivated violence as a means of articulating their grievances. Although this may be 
efficacious in undermining the previous authoritarian regime, it could pose enormous 
challenge to a new democratic order given the liberalized political environment (Egwu, 
2005: 23). 

 

The clear import of Egwu’s submission is that many activists of CSOs had problems 

of transiting from activism or confrontation, to cooperation with state institutions and 

actors. Many of them were never trusted by government officials and state actors. So 

much so that even their mutation in name and strategy did not  help the situation, as 

many of their leaders were still viewed with awe and suspicion and never truly trusted 

as genuine allies or partners by the state. The stigma of past political activism has 

continued to “haunt” them in the civilian era. One of such groups is the Shelter Rights 

Initiative (SRI), which has changed its name to Socio-Economic Rights Initiative. It 

remains to be seen how this has reshaped its politics and acceptance by the state. The 
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SRI has been at the center of the campaign of a participatory approach to Budget. Yet, 

state institutions and groups have not responded positively to its call due to the 

politics of the past, which continues to haunt it.  

 

The lack of embeddedness of the Nigerian human rights groups was aptly captured by 

the President of CAPP, Y. Z Ya’u (2003) when he argues that:  

 
At the level of engagement, there is increasing tendency to regard civil society work as 
another career site. A model of market, consumers and services has already emerged in which 
the NGOs regard communities as markets to be delivered to donor organizations. In this the 
NGOs rather than serving as agents of empowerment, are now acting as middlemen, whose 
survival depends on pinching both sides. For many NGOs, this separation of them from 
communities in which they work is too obvious, even in the language of their work. They talk 
to the people and not with the people. In our organization if this trend becomes rooted, we will 
see the community in our name but not popular participation in action. It is a challenge to us to 
immerse in the communities as undifferentiated mass that is organically linked to the people. 
We are change facilitators and not a substitute for people. Only the people and not some 
benevolent organizations can make their history. (Ya’u, 2003: 6 - 7).  

 
The lack of community embeddedness and push towards professionalism/careerism 

has become the main characteristics of the human rights CSOs especially in the “new 

age” and under the civil rule dispensation. As we have shown above, compared to the 

CLO and CDHR, they are more narrowly focused in terms of their agenda, they are 

more policy-biased (struggling to influence policy rather than to fundamentally 

change the system), and non-membership based, and hence they are removed from the 

grassroots or contestation from below.  The Professionalisation of CSOs has some 

negative impact on their activities. As Boyte correctly points out, “narrow, 

meritocratic professionalism now stifles citizen creativity” (Botye, 2004: 4). Under 

this dispensation, workshops, seminars and conferences are held but the aim is not to 

empower citizens to become agents of democracy but the agenda of donor 

organisations has changed to ‘capacity building’. In general the observation of 

Constantino-David (1998),  
 

“With public legitimation, external support, and the growth of the NGO community came a 
push toward professionalisation that has been widely and uncritically accepted by most NGOs. 
For better or worse, professionalisation has become a goal that was internally initiated as well 
as externally imposed. Up until the 1980s,… operated as alternative career options based 
largely on commitment. The “pioneer” of NGO work was largely drawn from activist protest 
movement from the 1960s to the 1980s. The underlying motivation for NGO work – the 
commitment to change – necessarily resulted in an informal work style, a collegial atmosphere 
that emphasized participation, and minimum systems and rules that all worked very well at the 
outset. But as NGO operations expanded and more external support poured in, new demands 
emerged. 
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Today, while commitment remains high, the spirit of voluntarism has also been eroded by the 
view that development work is a career. No amount of selfness can sustain development 
workers if they must subsidize their own commitment. As … increase in size and scope and 
become more institutionalized, higher salaries, more comfortable surroundings, and 
bureaucracy with some hierarchical order become the natural outcome. There is a valid fear 
that these trends are starting to deemphasize commitment, attracting people who view NGO 
work merely as another job, and undermining the very essence of development. 
(Constantino-David, 1998: 45)  

To sum up, the CSOs began to form various alliances and coalitions, some duplicating 
themselves and all claiming to be involved in the struggle against the military and the 
enthronement of democracy. In the process a lot of energy was dissipated as many of 
the coalitions were needless and unmitigated. 
 

9. CONCLUSION 

 

In this study, we tried to capture the various internal dynamics that shaped the politics 

and struggles of the CLO, CDHR and CD in their vibrant days. We showed how the 

politics of Left sectarianism, lack of internal democracy and the shifting definition of 

the goals of those organisations affected their politics and hence led to their decline. 

In their reconstitution we highlighted the new form of CSO politics that arose in the 

era of post-transition and the factors responsible for this. In all we were able to justify 

the shift in the CSOs politics of confrontation to that of engagement.  The telling 

lesson is that those CSOs that were once activists are now seeking new roles and 

relevance under civilian rule where professionalism, proposals writing for grant-

making and bureucratisation/institutionalisation of CSOs are the core principles. 

Under such circumstances the CLO, CDHR and CD are unable to compete as 

formidably organisations and the consequent decline of their political activism has 

waned. 
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