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1o Tajudeen Abdul-Raheem and all those unknown Africans
killed prematurely as he prophetically and ironically said, “through
inadequate public services compromised by corruption. Monies meant
for drugs, roads, hospitals, schools, public security, etc. . . . are siphoned
away making all of us vulnerable to premature death.”

— Tajudeen Abdul-Raheem, “Corrupt Leaders are Mass Murderers”
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CHAPTER 1

The Discourse on Nkrumah

Fundamentally, I do not believe in the great men theory of history, but I do think
that so-called great men of history merely personify the synthesis of the tangled

web of the material and historical forces at play.
—Kwame Nkrumah, “Nkrumah’s Private Notes™

The year 2007 marked fifty years since Ghana’s independence, which ignited waves
of African independence struggles across the continent. Kwame Nkrumah was a
central figure in those tumultuous struggles of that era. It was a period also entan-
gled with Cold War tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union as
both countries were engaged in a contest for the mantle of world leadership.
“Show Boy”—as Nkrumah was referred to—possessed both a charismatic and
controversial personality. His politics—domestically, on the world stage, and on
the Pan-African stage was equally controversial. In a post—Cold War world and
with historical events placed firmly in the past, a greater sense of perspective
becomes possible in soberly reassessing Nkrumah’s role and contribution. The
specific task of this book is to analyze the political, social, and cultural thought of
Kwame Nkrumah, one of twentieth-century Africa’s most important nationalist
leaders. Nkrumah'’s historical reputation is shrouded in considerable ambivalence
and controversy. His performance as independent Ghana’s first leader and his
policies on the domestic, African, and international stage have continued to gen-
erate lively debate within African studies and in popular forums. African listeners
to British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) Focus on Africa reflected the popu-
larity of Nkrumah in a poll in December 1999. Nkrumah was voted as “Africa’s
Man of the Millennium.” Charles Abugre suggests that Nkrumah’s legacy is far
from monolithic: “Dead politicians are different things to different people. Both
their good and their wrong define the goal posts and hence the playing fields
upon which the survivors take their positions in society. Their good is usurped,
their failures exhumed and magnified as appropriate and in accordance with
creed. It is in the nature of humanity to review the past, for in doing so we not
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only define our own essence but also seek to learn lessons if we genuinely desire
to do s0.”” Shakespeare wrote that “the evil that men do lives after them but the
good is interred with their bones.” Of deceased polirical figures, Abdul-Raheem
contends, “Politically, victims and beneficiaries remember both. It is the balance
between the two [the good and the bad achievements] that determines their place
in the politics of memory, which, like all memories, is prone to being selective.™
Even General J. A. Ankrah, who headed the Supreme Military Council that took
over Ghana after the February 24, 1966, coup d’état that toppled Nkrumah,
confirmed that his place in African history had been assured. In short, Nkrumah
has been vilified and revered for both his failures and achievements by scholars
and ordinary people alike.

In the 1950s, Ghana and Kenya emerged as the two models of British decolo-
nization on the African continent. The former was symbolic of the peaceful and
constitutional route in the transfer of power and the latter of the more violent
path. Both countries were constantly in the news and their nationalist leaders,
Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta, became household names. Nkrumah became a
disciple of Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent strategy of “Satyagraha” (soul force),
which he coined as “Positive Action.” This strategy was diametrically opposed to
the armed struggle of the Mau Mau, which Kenyatta was erroneously associated
with. These antithetical decolonizing strategies alarmed the British authorities.
In the climate of Cold War suspicions and tensions, both leaders were suspected
of being communists and using violence as an illegitimate method of agitation
to achieve their political ends. Both leaders were imprisoned by the British and
used the term “prison graduate” to consolidate their status as nationalist leaders.”

A broad literature on Ghana and Nkrumah emerged in the 1960s. Early
scholarly writings included political histories of the country’ and a plethora of
biographical work.® Other emphases have included the nature of the handover of
power in Ghana;” the emergence of political opposition to Nkrumah’s Conven-
tion People’s Party (CPP);® the rise and nature of the one-party state Nkrumah
created in independent Ghana;” and his economic policies from 1957 to 1966."°

As Cooper maintains, “There is a particular poignancy to the history of Ghana
because it was the pioneer. Kwame Nkrumah was more than a political leader; he
was a prophet of independence, of anti-imperialism, of Pan-Africanism. His oft-
quoted phrase ‘Seek ye first the political kingdom’ was not just a call for Ghanaians
to demand a voice in the affairs of state, but a plea for leaders and ordinary citizens
to use power for a purpose—to transform a colonized society into a dynamic and
prosperous land of opportunity.”" Similarly, Amilcar Cabral, the Guinea-Bissau
leader, characterized Nkrumah in his eulogy as “the strategist of genius in the
struggle against classic colonialism.”'* Hodgkin observed that Nkrumah’s “radical
Pan-Africanism had an influence on the attitudes and behaviour of a substantial
body of people.” In terms of the positive impact of Nkrumah, the founding presi-
dent of Namibia, Sam Nujoma, maintains, “Ghana’s fight for freedom inspired
and influenced us all, and the greatest contribution to our political awareness at
that time came from the achievements of Ghana after its independence. It was
from Ghana that we got the idea that we must do more than just petition the UN
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[United Nations] to bring about our own independence.”"* Kenneth Kaunda, who
led Zambia to independence, claims, “Nkrumah inspired many people of Africa
towards independence and was a great supporter of the liberation of southern
Africa from apartheid and racism.”"> Nkrumah’s uncompromising announcement
that “the independence of Ghana is meaningless unless linked to the total liberation
of the African continent” translated into moral, logistical, and material support for
dependent territories across the African continent. However, in the postindepen-
dence period it led him to be the focus of opprobrium from neighboring African
leaders who considered his actions in aiding political dissidents as interference in
the sovereignty of other states.

Nkrumah was central to the major debates and issues of the decolonization
period of the 1950s and 1960s. Among these was the emergence of the modern-
ization paradigm, which assumed that newly independent states would seek to
imitate European systems of governance, economic growth, and values in order
to build cohesive nation-states.'® In attempting to forge national unity among
disparate ethnic and religious groups, the belief was that these newly indepen-
dent states would abandon tradition for “modernity.” Nugent claims “a general
sense of optimism was also reflected in the writings of an emergent community
of Africanist scholars” during this time."” By the end of the 1970s, moderniza-
tion theories had long been discredited. The mood of optimism had dissipated
and was transformed into “Afro-pessimism” during the 1980s and 1990s. In the
aftermath of independence, “a combination of charisma and efficacious leader-
ship generated widespread popular support and legitimacy for the new leaders.
However, legitimacy was highly contextualised in the sense that the mobilised
masses developed an instrumentalist conception of political independence. They
viewed it as a prelude to material progress and social welfare. In short, legitimacy
was based on a fundamental African social compact in which the new political
elites promised, at least implicitly, to produce less poverty and less inequality, in
exchange for popular support.”*® Implicit in Nkrumah’s famous dictum “Seek ye
first the political kingdom and all else shall be added unto you” was the prom-
ise of an economic paradise and accompanying riches for Ghanaian citizens of
the newly independent state. It led Nkrumah in April 1957 to accept President
Houphouet-Boigny’s challenge as to which country (Ghana or Céte d’Ivoire)
would be more developed in ten years. The “West African wager,” as it became
known, was part of the eras focus on the efficacy of development strategies.
Nkrumah moved further to the political left and Ivory Coast espoused commit-
ment to a free-market economy and reliance on French technical expertise and
prlvate investment.

Nkrumah lost his wager with Houphouet-Boigny, failing to transform Ghana
into an economic paradise.'” Whether this was on account of the socialist shift
he made in 1961 is debatable, for Ivory Coast was economically aided by its
former colonial master, France. However, as Young argues, “the Nkrumah shift
in 1961 appeared part of a much broader movement in Africa” that was commit-
ted to creating a more egalitarian society on socialist lines in achieving material

prosperity.”’ Along with Friedland and Rosberg, he maintains that the ideological
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spectrum broadened during the first two decades of African independence and
socialism became an attractive ideology to several African leaders.”’ Similarly,
Killick contends that Nkrumah’s adoption of a socialist economic strategy was
part of the general trend toward development economics adopted by many devel-
oping countries at the time.”

Green also subscribes to the view that Nkrumah'’s socialist economic strategy
was flawed by weak implementation, but despite this it was a rational and pru-
dent policy choice.”? Ghana under Nkrumah was one among what Friedland and
Rosberg characterize as the “first wave” of socialist regimes in the 1960s.** Coun-
tries in this “first wave” included Tanzania, Algeria, Guinea, Mali, Libya, Egypt,
and Tunisia. Collectively, this broad group is characterized by Young as “populist
socialism” or “African socialism” on account of the fact that a socialist perspective
shaped—or at least legitimated—major policy decisions in these countries.” As
Young states, “Despite the tendency of socialism to dominate ideological dis-
course, it was never in reality the most widespread guide to policy choice in the
1960s because nobody loved capitalism...there was something shameful about
openly espousing it.”* Such a stance led some countries such as Malawi, Camer-
oon, and the Ivory Coast to describe themselves as “pragmatic,” as they remained
uncomfortable with the term “capitalist.”

While some scholars such as Young and Metz place Nkrumah firmly in the
“African socialism” school of thought, in 1966, in an article titled “African Social-
ism,” Nkrumah clearly distanced himself from this brand of socialism.”” Metz
maintains that compared to Nyerere, Nkrumah’s theoretical position on social-
ism adhered more closely to Marxist orthodoxy. Nkrumah subscribed to dia-
lectical materialist analysis and believed that African society was a fusion of the
traditional African way of life and Euro-Christian and Islamic influences. He
did not urge a return to an idyllic traditional African society, as his contempo-
rary Nyerere did. The term “scientific socialism” was eventually adopted by sev-
eral African countries in the late 1960s and 1970s, including Congo-Brazaville,
Ethiopia, Angola, and Mozambique. Political labels aside, Young contends that
we should “not expect ideology alone will explain relative success or failure in
achieving the central goal of a better life for the citizenry.””® Political effective-
ness is equally important in policy implementation in order to achieve increased
material prosperity.

It is the argument of this book that Nkrumah was profoundly motivated by
an ideological vision of radical socioeconomic development for both Ghana and
a united Africa along socialist lines. As Young observes “ideology is not to be dis-
missed as simple, evanescent rhetoric” and since “few rulers are such philosophi-
cally inspired kings as to apply ideology alone to policy reason,” this book seeks
to examine Nkrumah'’s efforts to transform Ghana and Africa according to his
radical vision.”” While Nkrumah was ideologically motivated, he was also a prag-
matist who was not bound to ideological dogmatism. Consequently, his vision
was on occasion in tension with flawed and misjudged policy decisions that
appeared inconsistent with his ideological preference. As Young writes, “Such
dissonance may be rationalised as either not truly inconsistent with ideology
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correctly understood or as a conscious and temporary departure from rectitude;
it does not annul the worldview with which it is in tension.”® Therefore, it is
essential to study Nkrumah'’s ideological vision of the world and how he sought
to transform Ghana and Africa if we seek to understand Nkrumah as a nationalist
and Pan-Africanist.

Another debate in the literature in which Nkrumah surfaces relates to the
nature of the one-party state and neopatrimonialism that emerged with his gov-
ernment. Mohan, Fitch, and Oppenheimer belong to the Marxian school of
thought, which argues that Nkrumah’s CPP traveled the path of neocolonial
accommodation by inheriting Western parliamentary institutions and permit-
ting Ghana’s future economic development to be inextricably tied to Western
finance capital. In so doing, Nkrumah enabled a Ghanaian petty bourgeoisie
to dominate the party, state, and wider society by their access to state resources
for self-enrichment. They contend that no fundamental structural change took
place in Ghana’s economy during Nkrumah'’s years in power.?’ At the time of
the 1966 coup, the economy remained Western-orientated despite the intention
of the Seven Year Plan (1964—1970) to increase economic trade with the East-
ern bloc and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Instead, a stifling
state bureaucracy emerged alongside an undemocratic party that no longer repre-
sented the interests of the majority of Ghanaians.

Contributing to the literature on personal rule in Africa are a number of writ-
ers.’> Mazrui is among those that characterized Nkrumah as “the Leninist Czar,”
while Marable referred to him as “the Bonapartist benefactor.”* They concur on
the growing corruption and bureaucratization within the Ghanaian state, along
with the cult of personality, as factors that led to an increasing concentration of
power in Nkrumah’s hands. In addition, they argue that Nkrumah, consciously
or unconsciously, modeled himself on Lenin and Napoleon. In a far more tren-
chant critique, Pobee, Bretton, Omari, and Lacouture depict Nkrumah as a
tyrannical megalomaniac.*® Mazrui also concurs that “Kwame Nkrumah started
as a democrat and ended his political career as a dictator.”

Other analyses of Nkrumah and postindependence African politics focus on
the nature of the state inherited at independence and how nationalist leaders
reconfigured state-society relations. Young’s comparative work on the colonial
state in Africa and elsewhere rests on the premise that the new nationalist leaders
inherited the repressive structures of the colonial state. The “Bula Matari” com-
plex impacted negatively and pervasively on the new postindependent African
states.”® In essence, after formal decolonization the African state continued to
remain external to the citizen; African governments failed to engage their citizens
in meaningful political participation; the state remained predatory and alien but
in a new though equally repressive configuration wielded by new African elites.
The state became an instrument by which African elites enriched themselves
at the expense of the citizens and the latter saw their rights being increasingly
eroded by a state that failed to produce the most basic of services. Instead the
spoils of the state were distributed among those who considered themselves to be
the “gatekeepers” of the state.”
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Cooper argues that such patron-client relations were not peculiar to national-
ist leaders but also colonial officials. However, the new African leaders “had trou-
ble making the nation-state into a symbol that inspired loyalty.”* Both Cooper
and Mbembe examine the nature of the postcolonial state that emerged across
the African continent. Cooper emphasizes that “gatekeeper states are thus not
‘African’ institutions, nor are they ‘European’ impositions; they emerged out of
a peculiar Euro-African history.” In the case of Ghana, Cooper maintains that
“even when Nkrumah became leader of the Gold Coast in 1951, he was operat-
ing under serious constraints.”*’ He was reliant on cocoa revenues to diversify the
economy and was in search of much-needed Western finance and technology to
develop the country. The weaknesses of Nkrumah and many African leaders of
this period, according to Cooper, was how they conceived of unity and political
dissent: “Gatekeeper states’ insistence on the unity of the people and the need for
national discipline revealed the fragility of their all-or-nothing control; they left
little room for seeing opposition as legitimate.”' Neither did ordinary citizens
have an opportunity to influence politics at the local level, for local government
was given little autonomy.

“The politics of the belly,” as Bayart contends, not only produces patron-
client relationships, for “corruption and predatoriness are not found exclusively
amongst the powerful.”* The norms and modes of conduct exercised by the
rich elite also permeate the thinking and conduct of their citizens—the little
women and men—who also find unscrupulous means of taking their slice of
the national cake. Moreover, since independence the struggle has been one not
only for material survival but for a share in democratic government.* Therefore,
in postindependent Africa a conflict emerged in which the youth, women, and
urban workers sought to challenge the balance of power and redistribution of
wealth in society.* In Ghana, workers, supported by market women, challenged
the Nkrumabhist state in 1961 and by the end of Nkrumah’s government, much
of the general population had become disillusioned with CPP rule.

Scholars such as Austin, Apter, Davidson, and James initially wrote positively on
the achievements of the CPP between 1948 and 1957.* Austin’s disillusionment
with Nkrumah commenced with the postindependence period in which he con-
sidered Nkrumah’s role as “an African Tsar” presiding over an intolerant nationalist
party.” For Austin, “the circumstances of the time,” together with the insensitiv-
ity and intransigence of the opposition “to act more prudently” were factors affect-
ing the outcome of the developments during the 1957-1960 period.*

In 1964, Nkrumah transformed Ghana into a one-party state. Even prior
to this, trade unions, women’s organizations, and youth groups had become
integral wings of his ruling CPP. In addition to this, the independence of the
judiciary was seriously undermined in 1963 when Nkrumah sacked the chief
justice. Nkrumah also encouraged a cult of personality that gave rise to acolytes
in the form of “Nkrumaists.” The centralizing machinery of the CPP state was all
embracing. For Austin, “Single-party rule was achieved and defended not because
the leaders believed it to be the price to be paid for securing the safety of the state
but because it matched their own interpretation of the nationalist revolution to
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which they laid exclusive claim.” Since Nkrumah was the nation’s leader, it was
his interpretation of the nationalist revolution that prevailed.

A central argument of this book is that although Nkrumah may be remem-
bered for establishing the template of single-party rule and a bloated state
bureaucracy, he was by no means the exception during this phase of Africa’s his-
tory. Thirty-eight years since Nkrumah’s death, scholars are now more capable of
soberly reassessing Nkrumah’s performance within a broader context of the his-
torical, political, economic, and social trends of the period. One of the important
legacies of the postcolonial state was the type of state structures it inherited from
the colonial masters. As Cooper and Young contend, the postcolonial state fol-
lowed in the footsteps of its predecessor, the colonial state, by collecting relatively
little revenue from Africa’s urban classes and peasants.” Mbembe argues that the
colonial and postcolonial state claimed a total monopoly of politics. “Command-
ment” was premised on a regime of privileges and immunities for the ruling elite
that excluded the majority.”' In Nkrumah’s Ghana, it was evident that those who
had access to such privileges were members of the CPP. Nkrumah inherited the
colonial state and failed to transform it into a meaningful democratic institution
in the lives of ordinary Ghanaian citizens. Rather, the state was considered an
instrument of nepotism and self-enrichment.

A further argument of the book is that a fundamental influence on politi-
cal, economic, and social developments in Ghana between 1957 and 1966 was
Nkrumah’s own ideology: his conception of the world, his convictions, and his
ambitions. The approach adopted is to critically examine Nkrumah’s ideas and
beliefs as reflected in the body of his written work and numerous speeches. He is
one of the few African heads of state who has left for posterity published work.

Nkrumah’s ideological perspective has not been seriously and sufficiently
examined. With the exception of a handful of work—such as that of Botwe-
Asamoah, who tends to emphasize the cultural aspect of Nkrumah’s ideology,
or of Killick, who is generally sympathetic to the ideological convictions that
underpinned Nkrumah’s move toward “development economics,” or the rather
abstract work of Afari-Gyan that fails to relate Nkrumah's ideas to his perfor-
mance in power—a serious examination of Nkrumah’s intellectual thought is
lacking.’* The works of Poe, Botwe-Asamoah, and Rahman tend to fall into an
uncritical Afrocentric examination of Nkrumah’s ideology within a hagiographic
tradition.” A critical contextual approach that fuses a discussion of ideology,
political performance, events, personality, and agency into a single perspective
is necessary in examining Nkrumah’s life. The contention is that it is impor-
tant to understand the role of political, social, and cultural beliefs in the lives of
political leaders. There is a relationship between ideas as they are conceptualized,
lived, and implemented. Ideology is critical in understanding political figures and
what motivates individuals to act. Agyeman defines ideology as “a political belief
system with a commitment either to sustain, modify, or overthrow the exist-
ing order.”” Fundamental to Nkrumah’s ideological outlook was the concept of
unity. Agyeman argues that “the richness of Nkrumah’s thought lies precisely in
the unity of his political, philosophical and sociological ideas.”>



