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Alliance politics in Nigeria’s  

civil society

Björn Beckman

To be able to change government policy, trade unions need to be rooted 
in the informal economy. Structural adjustment and the neo-liberal turn 
have undermined unions, undercutting rights. Membership is dwindling, 
and union allies in civil society are weak as well. Jointly, they provide an 
ideological alternative to the hegemonic pretensions of the neo-liberal 
position and hold an alternative vision of ‘national development’. In 
the case of Labour, its mode of insertion in the wage-earning economy 
makes it identify with strategies of modernisation and industrialisation. 
Its members  are directly affected by the non-functioning of basic public 
infrastructure, such as water, electricity, and communications. The 
Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC) is outraged by the anti-union orientation 
of government policies and by the shift in the balance of forces globally 
in favour of repressive labour regimes. It has been badly affected by 
de-industrialisation, privatisation, and ‘flexible’ labour contracts. 

Reaching out to organisations in civil society has a long history in the 
Nigerian labour movement. As the NLC was revived in 1999, having 
been banned by the Abacha government, it pushed a broad labour–civil 
society coalition, including a new Labour Party. Joint action with other 
civil society organisations was pursued successfully over the recurring 
attempts to raise the local price of petrol products, giving rise to LACSO, 
the Labour Civil Society Coalition.  In 2009, government plans to priva-
tise local petroleum marketing  was expected to result in sharp increase 
in prices, affecting transport costs generally, including the price of food. 
To LACSO, petrol was local resource; why should the Nigerian people 
not be able to benefit from this special access? 

The other main issue of the LACSO campaign in 2009 was electoral 
reform. In the views of the NLC, political parties lacked ideological 
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substance and were mere alliances of ‘big men’ with claims to territorial 
control, based on patronage and hierarchy. Unions saw themselves as 
more credible representatives of popular democratic interests. The party 
structure of the post-Abacha transition was unprincipled and unpredict-
able in terms of policy commitments, and expectations of ‘dividends of 
democracy’ were soon disappointed. The elections in 2003 were grossly 
rigged, and so were those in 2007. They were met with a mixture of 
popular outrage and despair. For the NLC and its allies, electoral reform, 
with the aim to lead to free and fair elections in 2011, became an issue of 
the life and death of the Federation. It was centre piece of the LASCO 
campaign of 2009. It drew on networks in the ‘informal economy’. In 
the case of the Lagos rally of May 2009, market women ensured that 
markets were closed. Community groups were mobilised, including 
‘lumpens’ – people of no specific occupation at the bottom of society, 
prone to violence and therefore feared by others – to impose ‘discipline’ 
in the streets. The crisis of union rights and membership, as well as the 
self-assertion of artisans and traders, underscored the importance of 
rooting union action more firmly in society. 

More than ever unions need their allies in civil society, both to defend 
earlier achievements and to change the direction of policy. But also civil 
society needs to be well rooted. Both depend on organisations in the 
informal economy to enhance their bargaining power in challenging the 
shallow territorial control of political elite. Both realise that they have to 
intervene to change the policies of the government to ensure the neces-
sary preconditions for production. Both wish to advance their visions 
of an alternative to the prevailing neo-liberal order. Alliances across the 
formal–informal divide are essential for the democratisation of politics 
and changing the government. By protecting rights to organise, trade 
unions may serve as allies, radically broadening the notion of civil society. 

Note

The paper draws on studies in Nigeria with Gunilla Andrae, including a visit in Septem-
ber–October 2009. See joint writings, Union Power in the Nigerian Textile Industry 
(1998), “Alliances across the formal-informal divide: South African debates and Nigerian 
experiences”, in Lindell (ed), Africa’s Informal Workers (2010), and “Union power and the 
formal-informal divide”, in Bergene, Endresen and Knutsen (eds), Missing Links in Labour 
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Geographies (2010). For a joint outline see “Organising in the informal economy: Union 
power and civil society in Nigeria” (2010). For trade unions in Nigeria, see Beckman 
in Harriss, Stokke and Törnquist (eds), Politicising Democracy (2004) and in Törnquist, 
Stokke and Webster (eds), Rethinking Popular Representation (2010); for trade unions in 
Africa, see Beckman and Sachikonye (eds), Labour Regimes and Liberalisation (2001) and 
Beckman, Buhlungu and Sachikonye (eds), Trade Unions and Party Politics (2010). For 
a discussion of Nigeria’s Labour Party, see Beckman and Lukman in the latter. 
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