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Nigeria: Mass Deportation, Imperialist Compulsion

Continued from page |

is agenuine tragedy, “‘yet another pool of
human misery.”’ The immigrants, reports
the New York Times, ‘... came from
lands that were broken, lured by the
dream of riches in a nation that glittered
with the slick sheen of oil. . .,” but now
“‘they are leaving, docile and somber,
their future as opaque as the harmattan
that is blowing now, south from the Sa-
hara....”

Yes, we are told, it is a tragedy — but
most of all, most of all, it is an African
tragedy. It is over there, the simple result
of the combination of the ups and downs
of purely domestic cconomies, over-reac-
tive political leaders, and a dose of na-
tional xenophobia (“‘Nigeria is no
stranger to xenophobia...'), with
which, naturally, the U.S. State Depart-
ment and imperialism has absolutely no
connection. Thus, a Times editorial runs:
““It is, technically, legal; Nigeria has a
right to police its territory and to close its
frontiers. But after all allowances are
made, this is still an abrupt and brutal ac-
tion, It shames the moral pretensions of
President Shehu Shagari. It makes a na-
tion of 80 million, Africa’s most popu-
lous, cruel and small.”

Who do these people think they’re
fooling? Do they actually believe that the
imperialist system can be cleansed so easi-
ly, so effortlessly? Shagari is their man,
the shambles of the economy in Nigeria is
their shambles, the forcible uprooting of
the immigrants is due to their system, its
politics and economics. The ‘‘cruel and
small™ is simply the mirror image of the
bad and big.

““They Should Go Back
Where They Came From"'

While the Nigerian government has of-
fered no ‘‘official”’ explanation for the
mass deportation order, other Nigerian
spokesmen have been quite blunt. A rep-
resentative of the Nigerian embassy. in
Washington, D.C. told the RW that the
only issue involved was the *‘illegal’’ na-
ture of the “outsiders’” — *‘an illegal
alien is an illegal alien and should go back
where they came from."’ The embassy of-
ficial then launched into an incredible
tirade that echoed the ravings of the Nige-
rian press recently. According to these
gentlemeni, the immigrant workers alone
have been the source of all the “‘social
problems*’ plaguing Nigeria. The embas-
sy official blamed the migrant workers
for literally every crime committed in Ni-
geria today, parroting the official Nige-
rian press reports that migrant workers
were the main source of murder and rob-
bery, the main'source of income for Nige-
rian brothels, and the main social base for
the various Moslem ‘‘fanatic cults’” that
had been involved in: a number of fero-
cious uprisings against the Nigerian gov-
ernment over the last few years. As the
expulsion deadline passed, the Nigerian
press stepped up its frenzy, calling upon
all good Nigerian citizens to be vigilant in
uncovering ‘‘aliens’” attempting to evade
the mass deportation. In addition to de-
manding that Nigerian citizens turn all
such suspects into the government imme-
diately, a number of newspapers and edi-
torials demanded stiff prison senterices
for these ““outsiders.” On February 1, the
day after the deadline for the expulsions,
the Nigerian government announced that
it would conduct a thorough search
through the hotels, restaurants andslums
for “illegal aliens’* whomay have slipped
through the dragnet. The government
also'announced that henceforth all Nige-
rian citizens over the age of 18 would be
required to carry ID cards clearly stating
their citizenship.

As aresult of all this millions have beén
forced out of Nigeria. Nigerian ports
have become gigantic refugee camps as
hundreds of thousands have fled the ur-
ban slums hoping to catch a ship bound
for their country of origin. At one point
* the ports had become so clogged that all
normal shipping business backed up for
days and the Nigerian government threa-
tened “‘ruthiess reprisals’” against fleeing
refugees who refused to clear out of the
ports. Inside these refugee departure
points food, water and medicine were
practically nonexistent. What did exist
was priced far out of the reach of the flee-
ing refugees and at least ten have been re-
ported as dying from starvation. It is not
known how many died under the batons

of Nigerian pigs. When Ghanaian ships
finally arrived to pick up the Ghanaian
refugees at least six people were reported
to have drowned in the scramble to board
the ships. For the most part the ships were
dangerously overloaded as they pulled
out for the two-day trip to Ghana. Some
of the ships were reported to have been so
crowded that the refugees were forced to
stand literally shoulder to shoulder for
the entire trip.

The scene along the overland routes
out of Nigeria was starkly similar. A gi-
gantic wave of humanity rolled along

every main highway leading out of Nige-

ria-and into the neighboring West' A fri-
can countries, especially Benin and Togo.,
Buses, cattle-drawn carts, cattle trucks,
taxis and foot traffic clogged the high-
ways for miles as the refugees moved
under guard from one country to the
next. In Togo, government troops lined
the highways traveled by the refugees —
supposedly they were there to *‘protect”’
the refugees, actually they were there to
herd them as quickly as possible, and as
tightly controlled as possible, through
Togo'and to make sure that none of them
decided to take up residence in Togo. In
contrast to this, press accounts reported
that the “‘refugees praised the people of
Togo and Benin who, they said, offered
them bread, oranges, and water,”’

“Clear Enough’’

“It is clear enough,’” remarked a
Washington Post editorial, “‘what force
is currently propelling hundreds of thou-
sands of desperate West Africans out of
Nigeria.”’ Clear enough, but no thanks to
the befogging: lies of this editorial, the
main point of which is to yet further dis-
tance imperialism from the crimes now
underway in Nigeria. In fact, whatever
the immediate motives of the expulsion
order, the net effect serves U.S. regional
political interests quite neatly.

Nigeria itself, as we shall see, is tho-
roughly dominated by Western imperial-
ism, U.S. in particular. Shagari has been
an outspoken proponent of these inte-
rests in the region for'years. In Ghana, on
the other hand, a December 1981 coup
brought to power the regime of Jerry
Rawlings, an admirer of Qaddafi of Lib-
ya and a potential — if not present —
friend of the Soviet Union. Rawlings de-
posed the pro-Western government of Li-
mann. The Rawlings regime has. de-
nounced the expulsion as adeliberate plot
to destabilize Ghana. It wouldn’t be the
first time; in fact, only recently. the re-
gime managed to survive a coup attempt.
And now, the forced return of so many
refugeesis bound to put more than a little
pressure on the already unstable country.
The refugee population has doubled the
size of Accra, Ghana’s capital. But also,
Ghanaian immigrants previously work-
ing in Nigeria and sending money back to
relatives in Ghana were an important
basis of support for the depressed eco-
nomy. Thelack of this means all the more
strain; But make no mistake about the
“revolutionary” and former Air Force
lieutenant, Jerry Rawlings. The depth of
his sympathies with the masses of his
“‘countrymen’’ was reyealed in the sim-
ple fact that the Ghanaian border, closed
by Rawlings in September last year, was
not opened to his ‘‘countrymen’’ until
January 29, two days before the expul-
sion deadline and long after hundreéds of
thousands had already left Nigeria and
were stuck between the two countries.

But if the smacking of imperialist
“‘leadership” in the whole affair isn’t
“‘clear enough?’’ on this count, one need
only briefly glance at a related *‘force . ..
currently propelling’’ the immigrants out
of Nigeria. Nigeria in particular, and
West Africa in general, is totally domi-
nated by and run in the interests of the
U.S. and Western imperialists. (And
Ghana is obviously not a closed book.)

Throughout the 1970s Nigeria had be-
come known as the ‘‘economic miracle of
Africa.”” As the various imperialist
powers tapped Nigeria’s massive oil re-
serves, its economy ‘‘boomed.” How-
ever, as in all such neo-colonia] setups, a
booming economy for the imperialists
means continued and severe disarticula-
tion for the neo-colony and intensified
misery for the masses of people in it.

Through the 1970s oil became the
motor of the Nigerian economy; by the
1980s it provided 90% of all foreign ex-

change earnings in the country and 80%
of the total government revenue. Qil and
everything else that prospered in Nigeria
was oriented solely towards export and
the growth of imperialist super-profits.
Nigeria even replaced Kuwait as Gulf
Oil's number one oil supplier. Although
the Nigerian rulers talked abouta concur-
rent “‘green revolution’’ taking place in
the countryside, in actual fact it never
amounted to much else than talk. The
agricultural sector of Nigeria’s economy
wallowed in subordination to the oil in-
dustry. While subsistence farming re-
mains the predominant method of farm
production, only the cash crops for ex-
ports experienced anything near relative
prosperity. And even here, the growth of
export-oriented crops paled in signifi-
cance next to the oil industry. By 1982
Nigeria not only had to import increasing
amounts’ of basic foodstuffs (around $2
billion a year), but also began importing
many of the crops and products that it
had previously grown for export!

As Nigeria’s oil economy boomed,
hundreds of thousands of Nigerian pea-
sants migrated from the rural areas to the
cities in search of work andin many cases
literal survival. Joining these peasants
and new urban poor were millions of
landless peasants and workers who fled
to Nigeria, the African version of the land
of opportunity, from other neo-colonial
countries of West Africa. Nigeria, citing
a “‘laborshortage,’’ literally invited these
immigrants to settle in Nigeria. A treaty
was signed and promoted within the Eco-
nomi¢c Community of West African
States (ECOWAS) which guaranteed the
free movement of people between the
borders of the various member states.
For most of these immigrants it quickly
became clear that the land of opportunity
most often meant that only when they
were lucky would they have the opportu-
nity to work — and at that, only in the
most menial and lowest-paying jobs:in all
of Nigeria. Crowded into working-class

- slums, these foreign-born workers from

all over West Africa, together with mil-
lions of unemployed Nigerians, quickly
developed into an extremely volatile sec-
tion of Nigerian society.

With the deepening of the imperialist
crisis worldwide, the “‘third world’’ coun-
tries were hit hard and Nigeria was cer-
tainly no exception. Within a few short
years the ‘‘economic miracle’” wentup in
smoke. Nigeria, with an external debt of
atleast $11 billion, has become the largest
debtor nation in Africa. And, although
Nigeria has borrowed little from the clas-
sical imperialist sources such as the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IME), prefer-
ring instead commercial bank loans and
loans from countries like Saudi Arabia, it

has not escaped the dictates of interna-
tional finance capital. In fact, although
Nigeria railed against implementing the
standard ‘‘austerity measures’' demand-
ed of a debtor country by the IMF, it has
rapidly had to face facts and meet very
similar demands from its alternative
sources, Over the last two years, the Nige-
rian government has implemented ex-
tremely strict austerity measures, includ-
ing severely limiting the amounts of im-
ports into the country and attempting to
rapidly increase the amount of exports.
Numerous social service projects and
even the buildup of a comprehensive
transportation network within the coun-
try have been cut short or stopped altoge-
ther. And, as the price of oil dropped on
the world market, the foundation of Ni-
geria's economic miracle began to se-
riously crumble. By the first half of 1982
alone, Nigeria's oil production had drop-
ped by.at/least 24%. :

Needless to say, all of this resulted in
the stepped-up repression and exploita-
tion of the Nigerian masses and 'in parti-
cular of the immigrant workers. How-
ever, it also played a major part in in-
creasing the volatility and resistance of
these sections of Nigerian society. Many
of the immigrants, having come from
Moslem backgrounds, beégan joining the
numerous Moslem sectsin Nigeria’s cities
and states. And, over the last three years,
these'same workers have been heavily in-
volved in quite a few rebellions against
the Nigerian authorities. Although the
Nigerian government oftentimes portrays
these rebellions as' “‘purely religious”
uprisings, many of them have taken on
the character of ‘‘people’s rebellions”
against the state, In many of the foreign-
born working-class districts of Nigeria’s
cities it has become quite commonplace
for these immigrants to line the streets of
the slum in order to stone the official
Mercedes limousines of the Nigerian rul-
ing class and the imperialist oil company
executives as they motor through the
ghettos. Clearly, the immigrants have not
been a positive factor for Nigerian stabili-
ty.

No, the outrage unfolding in Nigeria -
— this *‘African problem’* — hasiits ori-
gin elsewhere. A hallmark of the 20th
century is precisely the massive uprooting
by imperialism of whole populations and
the brutal subjection of these peoples to
the whip of masters and lackeys. In a
shocking moment of honesty, the Wash-
ington Pos! commented that “No one
questions Nigeria's right to remove the
undocumented aliens; the United States
ousts people in this class every day.”’ And
it does so everywhere, we should add. It
is, indeed, a worldwide system. a
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