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Abstract: 4 

This study critically examines the structural and political relationship between the African ruling class 5 

and the lumpen proletariat within the framework of postcolonial political economy. Drawing on Marxist 6 

class analysis, dependency theory, and postcolonial state theory, it argues that Africa's ruling elite, 7 

characterized by comprador, rent-seeking, and neo-patrimonial tendencies, maintains dominance through 8 

alliances with global capital and the strategic mobilization of marginalized populations. The lumpen 9 

proletariat occupies a paradoxical position, serving both as an instrument of elite political manipulation 10 

and a potential force for resistance and social change. Using a qualitative comparative desk-review 11 

methodology, the study analyzes evidence from Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa to demonstrate how 12 

these class relations operate across diverse political contexts. The findings show that structural inequality, 13 

rapid urbanization, and the expansion of the informal economy have enlarged the lumpen proletariat, 14 

while ruling elites continue to exploit this group for electoral mobilization, political violence, patronage, 15 

and informal governance. This entrenched relationship weakens democratic institutions, reinforces state 16 

fragility, and constrains sustainable development. The study recommends inclusive economic 17 

transformation, stronger state institutions, urban policy reforms, and greater political accountability to 18 

dismantle structures of dependency, reduce marginalization, and promote democratic governance across 19 

Africa. 20 
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Introduction 23 

Since the wave of political independence across Africa in the mid-twentieth century, the 24 

continent’s development trajectory has been shaped by complex interactions between domestic 25 

class structures and global economic forces. The formal end of colonial rule did not dismantle 26 

the underlying economic and political hierarchies established during the colonial period; rather, 27 

these structures were reconfigured within postcolonial states. As a result, patterns of 28 

accumulation, governance, and social stratification in many African countries continue to reflect 29 

both inherited institutional frameworks and evolving global capitalist pressures. Central to this 30 

dynamic is the relationship between the ruling class and the lumpen proletariat, two social 31 



 

 

categories that, though analytically distinct, are deeply intertwined in practice and deeply 32 

consequential for Africa’s political economy. 33 

The African ruling class comprises political elites, senior bureaucrats, military leaders, and 34 

economically powerful actors who exercise significant control over state institutions and public 35 

resources. Unlike the classical bourgeoisie envisioned by Karl Marx, whose power is rooted in 36 

ownership of the means of production and industrial capital, the African ruling class is often 37 

characterized by its dependence on state structures and external economic linkages for wealth 38 

accumulation. Scholars have described this class as a “comprador bourgeoisie” or “rentier elite,” 39 

highlighting its intermediary role between global capital and domestic economies (Rodney, 40 

1972; Frank, 1972). This elite formation typically lacks a robust productive base and instead 41 

relies heavily on access to state rents, including revenues from natural resources, public 42 

procurement systems, and foreign aid inflows. Consequently, accumulation strategies are 43 

frequently oriented toward short-term extraction rather than long-term productive investment, 44 

thereby constraining structural transformation and sustainable development. 45 

In many African contexts, the ruling class operates within neo-patrimonial systems, where 46 

formal institutions coexist with informal networks of patronage, clientelism, and personal rule. 47 

Political authority is often exercised through personalized relationships, and access to state 48 

resources is mediated by loyalty and political affiliation rather than impersonal legal 49 

frameworks. This governance arrangement not only entrenches elite dominance but also creates 50 

incentives for the instrumental use of marginalized groups in the maintenance of political power. 51 

The reliance on informal mechanisms of control underscores the fragility of formal democratic 52 

institutions and contributes to persistent governance challenges across the continent. 53 

In contrast, the lumpen proletariat refers to a socially and economically marginalized underclass 54 

largely excluded from formal production processes. Originally conceptualized by Marx as the 55 

“refuse of all classes,” this category encompasses individuals who survive outside stable wage 56 

labor and are often engaged in precarious, informal, or illicit economic activities. In 57 

contemporary African societies, the lumpen proletariat includes unemployed urban youth, street 58 

vendors, casual laborers, informal transport operators, and participants in underground 59 

economies. The rapid expansion of this class is closely linked to structural changes in African 60 

economies, including deindustrialization, population growth, and the limited absorptive capacity 61 

of formal labor markets. 62 



 

 

Urbanization has played a particularly significant role in the growth of the lumpen proletariat. As 63 

rural populations migrate to cities in search of economic opportunities, many are unable to 64 

secure formal employment due to structural constraints such as inadequate industrialization, 65 

weak private sectors, and limited public sector capacity. This has led to the proliferation of 66 

informal settlements and slums, where residents face poor living conditions, limited access to 67 

basic services, and heightened socio-economic vulnerability. Structural adjustment programs 68 

implemented in the 1980s and 1990s further exacerbated these challenges by reducing public 69 

sector employment and social spending, thereby deepening economic marginalization and 70 

expanding the ranks of the urban poor (Davis, 2006). 71 

Despite their marginalization, the lumpen proletariat occupies a critical position within the 72 

political economy of African states. Their numerical strength, spatial concentration in urban 73 

centers, and socio-economic vulnerability make them both a potential source of instability and a 74 

valuable resource for political mobilization. Ruling elites often exploit this duality by 75 

incorporating segments of the lumpen class into patronage networks, offering short-term material 76 

benefits, such as cash payments, food, or informal employment, in exchange for political 77 

support. In many cases, these groups are mobilized during electoral cycles as political thugs, 78 

enforcers, or agents of intimidation, thereby playing a direct role in shaping political outcomes. 79 

At the same time, the relationship between the ruling class and the lumpen proletariat is 80 

characterized by mutual dependency. While elites rely on the lumpen class for political survival 81 

and control, the latter depends on elite patronage for access to scarce resources and opportunities. 82 

This dynamic creates a self-reinforcing cycle in which structural inequality is perpetuated, and 83 

opportunities for upward mobility remain limited. Moreover, the incorporation of lumpen groups 84 

into informal governance structures blurs the boundaries between state and non-state actors, 85 

contributing to fragmented authority and undermining the rule of law. 86 

The implications of this relationship extend beyond political processes to broader questions of 87 

development and social stability. The exclusion of large segments of the population from 88 

productive economic activities limits domestic demand, reduces human capital development, and 89 

constrains economic growth. At the same time, the reliance on informal and coercive 90 

mechanisms of governance undermines institutional legitimacy and increases the risk of political 91 

violence and social unrest. In this sense, the interaction between the ruling class and the lumpen 92 



 

 

proletariat is not merely a sociological phenomenon but a central determinant of development 93 

outcomes in postcolonial Africa. 94 

This study therefore addresses the following research question: How does the relationship 95 

between the African ruling class and the lumpen proletariat shape political governance, social 96 

stability, and development outcomes in postcolonial Africa? By focusing on this question, the 97 

study seeks to contribute to ongoing debates in political economy, development studies, and 98 

African studies regarding the structural constraints to development and the role of class 99 

dynamics in shaping state-society relations. 100 

To answer this question, the study adopts a comparative political economy approach, focusing on 101 

Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa. These countries are selected because they represent diverse 102 

trajectories of state formation, economic organization, and political development within the 103 

African continent. Nigeria exemplifies a resource-dependent economy characterized by rentier 104 

dynamics and intense patronage politics; Kenya illustrates a hybrid system marked by ethnicized 105 

political competition and donor influence; while South Africa represents a relatively 106 

industrialized economy with deep structural inequalities rooted in its apartheid history. By 107 

examining these cases comparatively, the study aims to identify both common patterns and 108 

context-specific variations in the relationship between the ruling class and the lumpen proletariat. 109 

Through this analysis, the study advances the argument that the persistence of underdevelopment 110 

and governance challenges in Africa cannot be fully understood without a critical examination of 111 

the interplay between elite power and mass marginalization. It is within this nexus that the 112 

contradictions of postcolonial development are most clearly revealed, and it is here that the 113 

prospects for transformative change must be located. 114 

 115 

Theoretical Framework 116 

This study is best analysed through Marxist Political Economy and Dependency Theory because 117 

both theories directly explain the two central variables: African ruling class domination and 118 

lumpen proletariat marginality. Marxist Political Economy explains internal class relations, elite 119 

control, exploitation, and the political use of marginal groups, while Dependency Theory 120 

explains how Africa’s ruling class is historically tied to external capitalist forces, resource 121 

extraction, debt, foreign investment, and unequal global exchange. 122 



 

 

Marxist Political Economy 123 

Marxist Political Economy originates from the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the 124 

nineteenth century, particularly in The Communist Manifesto, Capital, and The Eighteenth 125 

Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. Its basic thesis is that society is structured by class relations 126 

arising from ownership and control of the means of production. Those who control economic 127 

resources also tend to dominate political institutions, law, ideology, and the state. Therefore, 128 

politics cannot be separated from material production, class power, and economic exploitation. 129 

Within this theory, the lumpen proletariat occupies a special position. Marx used the term to 130 

describe groups located outside stable productive labour, including the unemployed, 131 

dispossessed, criminalized, and socially dislocated elements of society. Unlike the industrial 132 

proletariat, which Marx regarded as potentially revolutionary because of its organized position in 133 

production, the lumpen proletariat was seen as politically unstable and vulnerable to 134 

manipulation by dominant classes. In The Eighteenth Brumaire, Marx showed how such groups 135 

could be mobilized by reactionary forces for authoritarian political purposes. 136 

Recent African political economy literature remains useful for extending this insight to 137 

contemporary African societies. Scholars continue to show that unemployed youth, informal 138 

workers, gangs, militias, and street-level political actors are often drawn into political violence, 139 

protest, electoral mobilization, and informal security arrangements. Recent studies on political 140 

violence in Nigeria, for instance, emphasize that violence is shaped by socio-economic 141 

grievances, elite competition, weak institutions, and the mobilization of vulnerable groups for 142 

political ends (Okonkwo, 2025). Similarly, recent discussions of youth unemployment and 143 

political instability in Africa stress that unemployment and exclusion create conditions in which 144 

marginalized youth may be recruited into violence, protest movements, or partisan mobilization 145 

networks (Developmental Democracy Programme, 2025). 146 

Applied to this study, Marxist Political Economy explains how the African ruling class maintains 147 

power by controlling state resources, public contracts, security institutions, and access to 148 

livelihood opportunities. In many African states, the ruling class does not dominate primarily 149 

through ownership of industrial capital, but through control of the postcolonial state. The state 150 



 

 

becomes the major instrument of accumulation, distribution, and coercion. Political office is 151 

therefore treated not merely as a site of public service but as a gateway to wealth, patronage, and 152 

social control. 153 

The theory also explains why the lumpen proletariat becomes politically significant. Large 154 

numbers of unemployed youth and informal workers are excluded from stable employment and 155 

formal citizenship benefits. Their precarious condition makes them vulnerable to political 156 

recruitment, especially during elections, protests, and violent conflicts. In Nigeria, unemployed 157 

youths have often been mobilized as political thugs, informal enforcers, militants, and electoral 158 

foot soldiers. In Kenya, youth groups have historically been incorporated into ethnicized and 159 

patronage-based political mobilization. In South Africa, township youth and informal settlement 160 

dwellers have been central to service-delivery protests, reflecting the connection between class 161 

exclusion, urban marginality, and political unrest. 162 

However, Marxist analysis should not portray the lumpen proletariat only as passive tools of elite 163 

manipulation. Frantz Fanon revised Marx’s position in The Wretched of the Earth, arguing that 164 

in colonial and postcolonial societies, marginalized groups may become radical forces because 165 

they are excluded from the colonial economy and less integrated into dominant ideology (Fanon, 166 

1961). This reinterpretation is important for Africa, where marginalized youth may serve both as 167 

instruments of elite violence and as agents of resistance against state oppression, police brutality, 168 

unemployment, corruption, and inequality. Recent reflections on Fanon and African 169 

revolutionary thought continue to stress the importance of rethinking class struggle in societies 170 

where formal working classes are small and informal populations are large (Olende, 2025). 171 

Thus, Marxist Political Economy is suitable for this study because it reveals the internal class 172 

contradiction between a state-dependent ruling class and a socially excluded lumpen proletariat. 173 

It shows that political instability, electoral violence, and urban unrest are not accidental; they are 174 

products of unequal class structures and elite strategies of domination. 175 

Dependency Theory 176 

Dependency Theory emerged in the mid-twentieth century as a critique of modernization theory. 177 

Its major contributors include Andre Gunder Frank, Samir Amin, Walter Rodney, Fernando 178 



 

 

Henrique Cardoso, Enzo Faletto, and Immanuel Wallerstein. The theory developed mainly from 179 

Latin American and African experiences of colonialism, imperialism, and unequal development. 180 

Its basic thesis is that underdevelopment in Africa, Latin America, and other parts of the Global 181 

South is not caused simply by internal backwardness, poor culture, or lack of modernization. 182 

Rather, underdevelopment is historically produced by the unequal incorporation of peripheral 183 

economies into the global capitalist system. 184 

Dependency Theory argues that the world economy is divided between core capitalist states and 185 

peripheral dependent states. Core states dominate technology, finance, industry, and global 186 

markets, while peripheral states supply raw materials, cheap labour, and dependent markets. In 187 

this arrangement, wealth flows from the periphery to the core, while local ruling elites act as 188 

intermediaries. Frank (1972) described such elites as a lumpen bourgeoisie, meaning a dependent 189 

bourgeois class that lacks autonomous productive capacity and survives by mediating external 190 

exploitation. 191 

Recent literature continues to apply dependency analysis to African underdevelopment, 192 

especially in relation to neo-colonialism, external finance, natural resource extraction, debt, and 193 

comprador elite behaviour. For example, recent studies on dependent development in African 194 

countries argue that postcolonial ruling elites often inherited state power without achieving 195 

economic independence, thereby maintaining open-door policies that deepen dependence on 196 

foreign investment and external capital (Musa, Wudu, & Elijah, 2025). Similarly, recent work on 197 

autonomous development in Africa revisits Samir Amin’s argument that African development 198 

remains constrained by external dependence and weak domestic productive transformation 199 

(Ndhlovu, 2024). 200 

Applied to this study, Dependency Theory explains the external foundations of the African ruling 201 

class. The African ruling class is not merely a domestic elite; it is historically linked to colonial 202 

inheritance, multinational corporations, foreign aid, debt regimes, international financial 203 

institutions, and global commodity markets. Its accumulation is often based on rents from oil, 204 

minerals, land, trade, foreign loans, and state contracts rather than industrial production. This 205 

explains why many African elites favour policies that preserve their access to global capital even 206 

when such policies fail to generate broad-based development. 207 



 

 

Dependency Theory also explains the expansion of the lumpen proletariat. Because dependent 208 

economies are weakly industrialized and strongly oriented toward primary commodity export, 209 

they generate limited formal employment. The result is mass unemployment, underemployment, 210 

urban informality, and social marginalization. In Nigeria, recent labour data reported by Reuters 211 

show high informality, with informal employment above 90% and wage employment very 212 

limited, confirming the structural weakness of formal labour absorption in the economy. In 213 

Kenya, youth unemployment and economic frustration have become so severe that government 214 

policy has increasingly encouraged labour migration abroad, a development that reflects 215 

domestic inability to absorb young workers productively. In South Africa, recent studies link 216 

youth unemployment to violent service-delivery protests, showing how exclusion from the 217 

economy generates political instability and urban unrest.  218 

Dependency Theory therefore shows that lumpenization is not simply a moral or cultural 219 

problem. It is a structural outcome of dependent capitalism, weak industrialization, unequal 220 

exchange, and elite collaboration with external forces. The lumpen proletariat grows because the 221 

postcolonial economy does not create enough productive opportunities for the majority, while 222 

ruling elites remain more committed to rent extraction than transformative development. 223 

Application of the Theories 224 

Together, Marxist Political Economy and Dependency Theory provide a strong analytical 225 

foundation for the study. Marxist Political Economy explains the internal class 226 

relationshipbetween ruling elites and marginalized populations, showing how elite domination, 227 

patronage, and coercion shape governance. Dependency Theory explains the external structural 228 

conditions that produce dependent ruling classes and expand marginal populations. 229 

The two theories therefore support the central argument of the study: the African ruling class and 230 

the lumpen proletariat are not isolated social categories. They are linked through a political 231 

economy of power, dependency, marginality, and survival. The ruling class depends on global 232 

capital and domestic patronage networks, while the lumpen proletariat survives through informal 233 

work, clientelism, protest, and occasional violence. This relationship weakens institutions, 234 

undermines democratic consolidation, and obstructs sustainable development. 235 



 

 

In Nigeria, this manifests through oil rents, political thuggery, militancy, and informal urban 236 

economies. In Kenya, it appears through ethnic patronage, youth mobilization, protest politics, 237 

and elite-mediated access to resources. In South Africa, it is reflected in racialized inequality, 238 

township unemployment, informal settlements, and recurrent service-delivery protests. Across all 239 

three cases, the ruling class benefits from a dependent and unequal structure, while the lumpen 240 

proletariat remains both politically useful and socially excluded. 241 

Methodology  242 

This study adopts a qualitative comparative research design to examine the relationship between 243 

the African ruling class and the lumpen proletariat within the framework of postcolonial political 244 

economy. A qualitative approach is appropriate because it facilitates an in-depth analysis of class 245 

relations, power structures, and socio-political processes that are difficult to capture through 246 

quantitative methods. The study relies exclusively on documentary analysis, drawing data from 247 

peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, government publications, policy documents, 248 

reports from international organizations, and credible media sources. Nigeria, Kenya, and South 249 

Africa were purposively selected as comparative case studies because they represent diverse 250 

regional contexts, contrasting political trajectories, and varying levels of economic development, 251 

thereby enabling a broader understanding of elite, mass relations across Africa. Data were 252 

analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework, which involved 253 

identifying, coding, and interpreting recurring patterns relating to elite domination, political 254 

patronage, informal economies, state coercion, and the political mobilization of the lumpen 255 

proletariat. The findings were interpreted through the analytical lenses of Marxist class analysis, 256 

dependency theory, and postcolonial state theory. To enhance credibility and analytical rigor, 257 

evidence was triangulated across multiple documentary sources, while acknowledging the 258 

limitations inherent in secondary data, including potential source bias and the limited 259 

generalizability of qualitative findings. 260 

 261 

Findings  262 

The African Ruling Class: Structure and Dynamics 263 

The African ruling class constitutes a relatively small but highly influential segment of society 264 

that exercises disproportionate control over political authority and economic resources. This 265 



 

 

class is typically composed of interconnected elites, including political office holders, senior 266 

bureaucrats, military leadership, and business actors whose economic fortunes are closely tied to 267 

state power. In countries such as Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa, these groups often operate 268 

within overlapping networks, blurring the boundaries between public office and private 269 

accumulation. 270 

Political elites - presidents, ministers, and legislators, occupy the apex of this structure, wielding 271 

authority over policy decisions, resource allocation, and institutional direction. Bureaucratic 272 

officials, particularly at senior administrative levels, play a crucial role in implementing policies 273 

and managing state apparatuses, often serving as gatekeepers in the distribution of state 274 

resources. Military leaders, especially in contexts with histories of coups or securitized 275 

governance, remain significant actors in shaping political outcomes and protecting elite interests. 276 

Business elites form another critical component of the ruling class, but unlike classical capitalist 277 

formations in advanced economies, their wealth is frequently derived not from independent 278 

industrial production but from privileged access to state contracts, licenses, and concessions. 279 

This creates a form of “political capitalism,” where accumulation is contingent upon proximity to 280 

state power rather than market competitiveness. Consequently, the African ruling class is better 281 

understood as a state-dependent elite rather than a fully autonomous bourgeoisie. 282 

Modes of Accumulation 283 

The mechanisms through which the ruling class accumulates wealth reflect the structural 284 

characteristics of many African economies, particularly their reliance on natural resources and 285 

state-mediated economic activities. One of the most prominent modes of accumulation is rent-286 

seeking, especially in resource-rich countries. Control over oil, minerals, and other natural 287 

resources enables elites to extract rents without engaging in productive economic activities. In 288 

Nigeria, for instance, oil revenues constitute a major source of elite wealth, often distributed 289 

through opaque contractual arrangements such as pipeline surveillance contracts and production 290 

sharing agreements. 291 

Public procurement and contract allocation also serve as key channels of accumulation. State 292 

budgets, infrastructure projects, and development programs provide opportunities for elites to 293 



 

 

channel public funds into private hands through inflated contracts, favoritism, and patronage 294 

networks. This process is particularly evident in sectors such as construction, energy, and public 295 

services, where large-scale government spending creates avenues for rent extraction. 296 

Corruption and illicit financial flows further reinforce elite accumulation. These include 297 

embezzlement of public funds, tax evasion, capital flight, and money laundering. Such practices 298 

not only enrich the ruling class but also undermine state capacity and development outcomes by 299 

diverting resources away from productive investment. 300 

Table 1: Modes of Elite Accumulation in Selected African States 301 

Country Key Resources Domiant 

Accumulation 

Strategy 

External Linkages 

Nigeria Oil & Gas Rent Extraction, 

Pipeline Surveillance 

Contracts 

Multinational 

Companies 

Kenya Agriculture, Trade State Contracts, Land 

Ownership 

Donor Agencies IFIs 

South Africa Minerals, Industry Corporate State 

Alliances  

Global Financial 

Market 

Source: Author’s Compilation (2026) 302 

External Dependence 303 

A defining feature of the African ruling class is its deep entanglement with external actors in the 304 

global political economy. These elites maintain strong relationships with multinational 305 

corporations, particularly in extractive industries, where foreign firms provide capital, 306 

technology, and market access in exchange for favorable regulatory conditions and profit-sharing 307 

arrangements. Such relationships often reinforce asymmetrical power dynamics, with local elites 308 

acting as intermediaries between global capital and domestic economies. 309 

In addition, ties with international financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund 310 

(IMF) and the World Bank shape policy choices and economic strategies. Through mechanisms 311 



 

 

such as conditional lending, technical assistance, and policy advice, these institutions influence 312 

fiscal policy, privatization programs, and governance reforms. While such engagements can 313 

provide much-needed financial support, they also constrain domestic policy autonomy and 314 

prioritize macroeconomic stability over social welfare. 315 

Foreign governments and bilateral partners further contribute to this web of external dependence, 316 

offering aid, investment, and diplomatic support in ways that often align with their strategic 317 

interests. For the ruling class, these relationships can enhance regime stability and access to 318 

resources, but they also perpetuate dependency by embedding domestic economies within 319 

unequal global structures. 320 

Overall, the structure and dynamics of the African ruling class reveal a pattern of state-centered 321 

accumulation, external dependency, and limited productive transformation. This configuration 322 

not only shapes class relations but also has profound implications for governance, development, 323 

and social inequality across the continent. 324 

The Lumpen Proletariat in Contemporary Africa 325 

 Expansion of the Lumpen Class 326 

Urbanization and economic restructuring have expanded the lumpen proletariat across Africa. 327 

Table 2: Indicators of Lumpenization in Selected Countries 328 

Indicator Nigeria Kenya South Africa 

Youth 

unemployment (%) 

High  High  Very High 

Informal Sector 

(%) 

65% 70% 30% 

Urban Slum 

Population (%) 

High  High  Moderate 

Source: World Bank (various years); Author’s Compilation 2026 329 

The expansion of the lumpen proletariat in contemporary Africa is closely tied to the dynamics 330 

of rapid urbanization and uneven economic restructuring across the continent. As reflected in the 331 

table, countries such as Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa exhibit persistently high levels of 332 

youth unemployment, which serve as a primary driver of lumpenization. In Nigeria and Kenya, 333 



 

 

where unemployment among young people remains significantly elevated, large segments of the 334 

population are unable to access stable, formal employment. This condition is compounded by the 335 

contraction or stagnation of formal industrial sectors and the limited absorptive capacity of 336 

modern economies. Consequently, many individuals are pushed into precarious survival 337 

strategies that align with the characteristics of the lumpen proletariat. 338 

The data on the informal sector further reinforces this trend. With approximately 65% of 339 

Nigeria’s workforce and about 70% of Kenya’s engaged in informal economic activities, the 340 

majority of urban dwellers operate outside regulated labor markets. These sectors are often 341 

marked by low wages, insecurity, and lack of social protection, conditions that foster economic 342 

vulnerability and social marginalization. Even in South Africa, where the informal sector is 343 

comparatively smaller (around 30%), the extremely high rate of youth unemployment creates a 344 

parallel expansion of marginalized populations excluded from stable livelihoods. 345 

Urbanization intensifies these processes. The high proportion of urban slum populations in 346 

Nigeria and Kenya indicates that Rapid City growth is not matched by adequate housing, 347 

infrastructure, or job creation. As migrants move into cities in search of opportunities, many end 348 

up in informal settlements where economic and social exclusion becomes entrenched. These 349 

environments provide fertile ground for the reproduction of the lumpen class, characterized by 350 

irregular incomes, limited access to services, and weak integration into formal political and 351 

economic systems. 352 

Overall, the table illustrates that lumpenization in Africa is not incidental but structurally 353 

embedded in contemporary patterns of development. The convergence of unemployment, 354 

informality, and unplanned urban growth creates a socio-economic landscape in which the 355 

lumpen proletariat continues to expand, shaping both the economic realities and political 356 

dynamics of African states. 357 

The lumpen proletariat in contemporary Africa is characterized by precarious livelihoods rooted 358 

in informal and unstable economic activities such as street trading, casual labor, and illicit 359 

survival strategies. This economic marginalization is compounded by limited access to quality 360 

education and healthcare, reinforcing cycles of poverty and social exclusion. Furthermore, their 361 



 

 

exclusion from formal political processes, due to weak institutional representation and voter 362 

manipulation, deepens their vulnerability. Politically, this group exhibits high susceptibility to 363 

mobilization by elites, often participating in protests, riots, or electoral violence. They also 364 

engage in informal governance structures, including local vigilante groups and patron-client 365 

networks, which provide alternative avenues for survival and influence. 366 

 367 

 368 
 369 
 370 

 371 
Empirical Case Studies 372 

 373 

Nigeria: Patronage, Militancy, and Urban Informality 374 

Nigeria presents a classic example of elite-lumpen interaction. Political elites frequently mobilize 375 
unemployed youth for electoral violence, particularly in urban centers such as Lagos and Port 376 
Harcourt. 377 

Table 3: Elite-Lumpen Interaction in Nigeria 378 

Sector Lumpen Role Elite Strategy Outcome 

Elections Political thugs Vote manipulation Electoral violence 

Oil sector Militants Amnesty, contracts 
Temporary 

stability 

Urban governance Informal enforcers 
Patronage 

networks 

Fragmented 

authority 
Source: Author’s compilation (2026) 379 

Nigeria illustrates a deeply entrenched pattern of interaction between political elites and the 380 

lumpen proletariat, as reflected in Table 3. In the electoral arena, unemployed and marginalized 381 

youth, often lacking stable livelihoods, are recruited as political thugs. Elites deploy patronage, 382 

financial inducements, and promises of future inclusion to mobilize these groups for vote 383 

manipulation, intimidation of opponents, and ballot disruption. The outcome is recurrent 384 

electoral violence, which undermines democratic consolidation while reinforcing elite 385 

dominance. 386 

In the oil sector, particularly in the Niger Delta, lumpen groups initially emerged as militants 387 

protesting environmental degradation and exclusion from oil revenues. However, as the table 388 



 

 

indicates, state elites have strategically co-opted these actors through amnesty programmes and 389 

the allocation of lucrative security and surveillance contracts. While this has produced temporary 390 

stability and reduced large-scale insurgency, it has also institutionalized patronage and failed to 391 

address underlying grievances. 392 

Within urban governance, lumpen actors function as informal enforcers, controlling transport 393 

hubs, markets, and neighborhoods. Political elites sustain their loyalty through patronage 394 

networks, granting them authority and protection. The result is fragmented governance, where 395 

formal state institutions coexist uneasily with informal power structures, weakening 396 

accountability and the rule of law. 397 

Kenya: Electoral Violence and Youth Mobilization 398 

Kenya’s political history is marked by ethnicized patronage and electoral violence. Youth 399 
militias have played a significant role in contested elections, particularly in 2007–2008. 400 

Political elites mobilize lumpen youth through promises of employment and financial incentives, 401 

reinforcing cycles of violence and dependency. 402 

Table 4: Elite-Lumpen Interaction in Kenya 403 

Sector Lumpen Role Elite Strategy Outcome 

Elections Youth militias 
Ethnic mobilization, 

financial inducement 

Electoral violence, 

displacement 

Urban settlements Informal gangs 
Patronage, political 

protection 
Persistent insecurity 

Political campaigns 
Mobilized youth 

groups 

Promises of jobs, 

cash payments 

Dependency, cyclical 

violence 

Post-conflict Reintegration actors 

Selective 

compensation, weak 

reforms 

Fragile peace, 

unresolved tensions 

Source: Author’s compilation (2026) 404 
 405 

Kenya’s political landscape vividly illustrates the intersection of ethnicized patronage, youth 406 

marginalization, and electoral violence. The crisis surrounding the 2007-2008 Kenyan post-407 

election violence remains a defining moment, during which youth militias, largely drawn from 408 

the lumpen proletariat, were mobilized along ethnic and political lines. These groups, often 409 

composed of unemployed and undereducated urban and peri-urban youth, became instruments in 410 

elite struggles for state power. 411 



 

 

Political elites strategically exploit socioeconomic vulnerabilities by offering short-term financial 412 

incentives, protection, and promises of future employment or political inclusion. Such 413 

inducements reinforce a cycle of dependency, where marginalized youth increasingly view 414 

political violence as a viable livelihood strategy. In informal settlements such as Kibera and 415 

Mathare, weak state presence further enables the emergence of militia networks that operate as 416 

both political tools and informal security providers. 417 

Beyond elections, this dynamic entrenches a broader system of patron-client relations, where 418 

loyalty is exchanged for material benefits. While these arrangements may provide temporary 419 

economic relief for participants, they undermine democratic institutions, perpetuate insecurity, 420 

and inhibit long-term socioeconomic mobility. Consequently, the recurrent mobilization of 421 

lumpen youth in Kenya reflects not only political manipulation but also deeper structural 422 

inequalities within the state. 423 

South Africa: Inequality, Protest, and Informal Settlements 424 

Despite being Africa’s most industrialized economy, South Africa exhibits high levels of 425 

inequality and unemployment. Informal settlements have become sites of protest and resistance, 426 

often led by marginalized youth. 427 

Unlike Nigeria and Kenya, the lumpen proletariat in South Africa is less directly controlled by 428 

elites but remains structurally excluded from economic opportunities. 429 

Table 5: Elite-Lumpen Interaction in South Africa 430 
 431 

Sector Lumpen Role Elite Strategy Outcome 

Informal settlements Protesters, activists 
Limited engagement, 

policy promises 

Service delivery 

protests 

Labour sector Marginalized workers 
State–corporate 

negotiation 

Industrial unrest (e.g., 

Marikana) 

Urban governance 
Community 

mobilizers 

Partial inclusion, 

weak reforms 
Persistent inequality 

Social movements Grassroots organizers 
Tolerance, occasional 

repression 

Cyclical protests, 

limited 

transformation 

Source: Author’s compilation (2026) 432 
 433 



 

 

South Africa presents a distinct variant of elite-lumpen interaction shaped by extreme inequality, 434 

spatial segregation, and persistent unemployment. Despite its status as Africa’s most 435 

industrialized economy, the country remains one of the most unequal globally, with large 436 

segments of the population residing in informal settlements such as Khayelitsha and Alexandra. 437 

These spaces are characterized by limited access to basic services, high youth unemployment, 438 

and chronic socioeconomic exclusion. 439 

Unlike in Nigeria and Kenya, where political elites often directly mobilize lumpen groups for 440 

electoral purposes, the lumpen proletariat in South Africa operates with a greater degree of 441 

autonomy. Marginalized youth frequently organize protests and social movements to demand 442 

housing, service delivery, and economic inclusion. Episodes such as the Marikana massacre 443 

highlight the tensions between the state and economically excluded groups, even outside 444 

conventional electoral politics. 445 

However, this relative autonomy does not imply empowerment. Structural exclusion from formal 446 

labor markets and limited upward mobility continue to constrain this group. While protests serve 447 

as a form of political expression and resistance, they often result in sporadic concessions rather 448 

than systemic transformation, reinforcing cycles of frustration, unrest, and precarious survival 449 

within informal settlements. 450 

Discussions 451 
 452 

Instrumentalization of Marginality 453 

Across Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa, ruling elites systematically instrumentalize the lumpen 454 

proletariat for political advantage. Marginalized and economically vulnerable, this group is 455 

mobilized for electoral campaigns, intimidation of opponents, and coercive activities. Their 456 

precarious conditions make them susceptible to manipulation through financial inducements and 457 

promises of inclusion. As a result, political competition often shifts from policy-based 458 

engagement to the strategic deployment of socially excluded actors, reinforcing cycles of 459 

exploitation and undermining democratic norms. 460 

Patronage and Dependency 461 



 

 

The relationship between ruling elites and the lumpen proletariat is marked by a form of mutual 462 

but unequal dependency. Political elites depend on lumpen groups to secure and maintain power, 463 

often mobilizing them for electoral support, coercion, and territorial control. In turn, the lumpen 464 

proletariat relies on elites for economic survival through patronage, informal payments, and 465 

access to opportunities otherwise unavailable in formal sectors. While this exchange provides 466 

short-term benefits to both sides, it entrenches long-term dependency, limits social mobility, and 467 

reinforces structures of inequality and political manipulation. 468 

Implications for Governance 469 

The elite-lumpen dynamic has far-reaching implications for governance. It undermines the rule 470 

of law as political actors bypass formal legal frameworks and rely on informal coercive networks 471 

to achieve their objectives. Institutional development is weakened because merit-based systems 472 

are replaced by patronage and loyalty, eroding bureaucratic efficiency and credibility. 473 

Furthermore, democratic accountability suffers when elections are shaped by intimidation, 474 

manipulation, and vote-buying rather than genuine citizen participation, ultimately distorting 475 

representation and weakening public trust in state institutions. 476 

 Developmental Consequences 477 

The exclusion of the lumpen proletariat from productive economic sectors has profound 478 

developmental consequences. Without access to stable employment, skills acquisition, and 479 

formal economic opportunities, this group remains trapped in cycles of poverty. Such exclusion 480 

widens inequality, as wealth and opportunities become concentrated among a small elite, leaving 481 

large segments of the population marginalized. Over time, these conditions generate social 482 

instability, as frustration and economic desperation fuel protests, crime, and conflict, thereby 483 

undermining sustainable development and weakening the broader socio-economic fabric of the 484 

state. 485 

Conclusion 486 

The relationship between the African ruling class and the lumpen proletariat is central to 487 

understanding the dynamics of governance, power, and development across the continent. Rather 488 

than being passive or peripheral actors, both groups actively shape political and economic 489 



 

 

outcomes. The ruling class, through control of state resources and institutions, strategically 490 

engages the lumpen proletariat as instruments of political mobilization, coercion, and social 491 

control. In turn, the lumpen proletariat navigates its marginal position by participating in 492 

patronage networks that provide short-term economic survival, albeit at the cost of long-term 493 

empowerment. 494 

However, the persistence of these patronage-based interactions reinforces structural inequality 495 

and weakens institutional integrity. By prioritizing loyalty and informal networks over merit and 496 

rule-based governance, elites undermine democratic consolidation and the credibility of public 497 

institutions. At the same time, the continued exclusion of the lumpen proletariat from formal 498 

economic opportunities perpetuates poverty, inequality, and social instability. 499 

For sustainable development to take root, there is a need to transition from exploitative patron-500 

client relations toward inclusive governance frameworks that prioritize employment generation, 501 

education, and institutional accountability. Without such reforms, the cyclical interaction 502 

between elites and the lumpen proletariat will continue to constrain Africa’s developmental 503 

trajectory and democratic progress. 504 

Recommendations 505 
 506 

1. Governments should prioritize inclusive economic policies that directly target marginalized 507 

youth populations, particularly those concentrated in urban informal sectors. This requires 508 

sustained investment in vocational training, digital skills development, and entrepreneurship 509 

support schemes aligned with labor market demands. Public-private partnerships can play a 510 

critical role in expanding employment opportunities, while targeted social protection 511 

programmes should cushion transitional vulnerabilities. Such interventions would reduce the 512 

susceptibility of the lumpen proletariat to political manipulation by addressing the structural 513 

roots of economic exclusion. 514 

2. A shift toward rule-based governance is imperative to dismantle entrenched patronage 515 

systems. This entails strengthening judicial independence, enhancing bureaucratic 516 

professionalism, and enforcing meritocratic recruitment within public institutions. Anti-517 



 

 

corruption frameworks must be reinforced through transparent procurement systems and digital 518 

governance tools. By reducing elite reliance on informal networks, these reforms can restore 519 

institutional credibility and improve policy implementation outcomes. 520 

3. Urban governance frameworks should incorporate comprehensive strategies for upgrading 521 

informal settlements, including access to housing, sanitation, healthcare, and infrastructure. 522 

Participatory planning mechanisms that integrate community voices can enhance policy 523 

legitimacy and effectiveness. Addressing spatial inequality is critical to mitigating the 524 

socioeconomic marginalization that fuels unrest and informal governance structures. 525 

4. Strengthening electoral institutions is essential to curbing the instrumentalization of 526 

marginalized groups. This includes strict enforcement of electoral laws, prosecution of political 527 

violence, and the deployment of independent monitoring bodies. Electoral reforms should also 528 

emphasize transparency in campaign financing and promote civic education to reduce voter 529 

manipulation. 530 

5. Given the transnational nature of urbanization and youth unemployment challenges, African 531 

states should deepen regional cooperation through platforms such as African Union and 532 

ECOWAS. Sharing best practices in urban management, employment generation, and 533 

governance reform can foster policy innovation and harmonization. Coordinated regional 534 

strategies will enhance resilience and support sustainable development across the continent. 535 
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