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“De mortuis nil nisi bonum (of the dead nothing but good)”

Diogenes Laertius

When death comes calling, it is part of all cultures to emphasize the positive achievements of the deceased and to go easy on the negative attributes of the departed. Part of the reason is the human fear of death and our conferment of the supernatural on the dead Hence the African saying “anyone who still regards the dead as human will be stripped naked by a spirit”. Therefore I am not surprised at the outpouring of the usual tributes to the late President Roland Reagan. But there are ways. So, I am going to borrow from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar where Mark Anthony not so much as attacked the assassins as showed the Romans what Caesar meant to them.

The death of Ronald Reagan, the 40th President of the United States marks the passing away of the first post-World War 2 United States President who did not understand the complexity of the world but believed in United States first and United States last. He was not the first post war world leader to define the national interest of his nation so narrowly as to be incapable of conceding that other nations have national interests. President Charles de Gaulle of France was the first with this imperial disposition. Mrs Margaret  Thatcher was the second and Ronald Reagan was the third. Being the leader of the most powerful country in the world, his impact on the world scene was  felt the most.

Before proceeding further, I should point out that I am not a detached analyst on this matter. Firstly, I am an unabashed admirer of President John F. Kennedy, the 35th President of the United States, a President who not only influenced my generation but who moulded my world view. I first met President Kennedy in 1962 on the lawns outside the West Wing of the White House. I was only 20years old. My first year as an undergraduate was spent under the Kennedy presidency and I still remember vividly that day of November 22, 1963 when he was assassinated as if it was yesterday. I had just finished an economics class at Temple University, Philadelphia. I was walking back to my hall of residence, Johnson Hall. I had to walk past the Department of Communications where breaking news was usually pasted on huge French windows for passers-by to read. Already there were only about fifteen people standing on the sidewalk and I just wondered what was up. I got there, looked up and read “PRESIDENT KENNEDY SHOT”. My mouth just dropped open. At that time, nobody was crying. Was it shock? Delayed shock? Some hope that maybe it was not a serious injury? Then came the new paste-up “PRESIDENT KENNEDY DEAD”. Time was 2.02pm. There came a solitary scream from within our crowd followed by the most heart-rending sob I have ever heard up till then and still since then.

Even though I only lived in the United States for only a year under the  Kennedy presidency, all of us who studied in the United States in the entire 1960s regard ourselves as the Kennedy generation. We were imbued with the idea that public service was the highest calling, deserving of the service of the “THE BEST AND THE BRIGHTEST” (title of a book on Kennedy’s appointees by David Halberstam). We were imbued with the idea that a “Peace Corps” was better than a war corps, that young and old Americans working in the villages around the world was better than American marines landing in villages in the world, that intellectualism was deserving of praise (“when power leads man toward arrogance, poetry reminds him of his limitations ; when power narrows the areas of man’s concern, poetry reminds him of the richness and diversity of his existence; when power corrupts, poetry cleanses”) and that intellectuals had a role in governance( no US President has had the same collection of a Robert Macnamara, a Kenneth Gailbraith, a MacGeorge Bundy, a Theodore White etc in government positions); that the many who are poor matter as much as the few who are rich (“if a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich”), that negotiation and civility are not signs of weakness (“let us never negotiate out of fear, but let us never fear to negotiate”), that the human spirit has no limitation in achievement (“this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to earth”), and that radical change is desirable and to be welcomed (“those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable”). My generation grew up to believe that beauty, grace and dignity were important in governance thanks to Kennedy, hence the one word used to describe his administration was CAMELOT. Yes, Kennedy made it possible for us to believe that world civilization was a collection of national civilizations and that it was counter-productive to push a set of national interests to the disadvantage of the interests of other nations.

Presidents Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton were inheritors of this legacy. President Ronald Reagan represented opposite values and tendencies.

I must also declare another prejudice. My time as Nigerian Foreign Minister overlapped with the Reagan presidency. Nigerian policies on Angola and South Africa were diametrically opposed to those of the United States on the same issues. The Reagan Administration gave no quarters. It could not possibly conceive of an African nation having a view of its own, different from the American view. No grace was attached to policy, graciousness was not part of policy differences. Aided and abetted by Nigerian Presidential aides, United States officials sneaked into Nigeria to see President Babangida without the knowledge of the Ministry of External Affairs and the result was not always to their liking. One example will suffice: The United States Ambassador in Nigeria had gone directly to President Babangida to extend an invitation to him to pay a farewell visit to President Reagan on the eve of Reagan departure from the White House. President Babangida had obviously accepted the oral invitation extended to him. The first that I got to know was a cable from our Ambassador in Washington asking for confirmation that Babangida was coming on an official visit to the United States. Then followed an official letter signed by Ronald Reagan to Babangida  to make the invitation official. This letter could not by-pass the Ministry. When Babangida asked the Ministry to prepare a reply, I asked what he wanted us to write. Obviously, alert to the negative undertone of my reply, he asked me whether he should go. I pointed out that Reagan never visited Africa throughout his presidency; that he pursued policies in Angola and apartheid South Africa that were antagonistic to our policies in those countries; and that I could not understand why African leaders were being lined up like slaves to come and say goodbye to “Oga, massa of the world”. I furthermore pointed out that the visit might be interpreted negatively by the Democratic Party candidate in the forthcoming election. President Babangida then asked for the next step. I replied that since he had already agreed to go, my job was to prepare an appropriate reply. “No.” replied President Babangida. “Your job is to get me out of this mess”. Well, we did. Being aware that a specific time slot which could not be shifted was allocated by the United States, we sent back a reply accepting the invitation in principle but pleading the inconvenience of the time slot allocated for the visit. The United States was so incensed that they vowed to get my political head on a platter of cabinet reshufflement. And so they did, aided and abetted by a combination of the British, Nigerian Presidential aides and elements in the Nigerian Army High Command.

So I find it easy to understand President Reagan as an American but not a world Hero to a different generation. I attended the United Nations General Assembly from 1975 to 1987, and it is only President Reagan that I remember, on one occasion,  getting a standing ovation from just the American delegation while most delegations sat on their hands. I have another hero in President John F. Kennedy who believed that the way for Americans to earn the respect and love of the world was to respect what others also valued; that respect should not be based on fear and that American national interest was not inherently antagonistic to the national interests of other nations.

 One thing which perhaps African leaders can learn from Roland Reagan: all he wanted was the respect and love of his nation. What the rest of the world thought of him did not matter. For that, I join in the salute to Roland Reagan.

*Nigerian Minister of Foreign Affairs, 1985-1987
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